
        
            
                
            
        

    



 
Dedication
For Aaron, who dared to love a girl who lives in other worlds.
Thanks for believing in me.
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Epigraph
A machine is more than its function, more than the parts that shape it. The gears, pinions, and springs, they make the machine tick, but deeper than that—beyond the spindles and bearings, beyond the weights and levers—a machine is truth.
—LADY CHRONIKER



 
Contents
Dedication
Map of Chroniker City 1881
Epigraph
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Glossary of Terms
Acknowledgments
About the Author
Copyright
About the Publisher



 
Chapter 1
PETRA WADE STOOD at the foot of the University steps, her hands in the pockets of her borrowed trousers. Her heart hammered in her chest as she looked upon the gleaming monument of scientific study, the anticipation of this moment finally a reality. She nervously twisted the stem of her pocket watch, feeling the familiar click of the ratchet against the winding gear.
Until now her only experience with clockwork mechanics and design had been the weekly studies with Mr. Stricket after her shift at the pawnshop, repairing pocket watches and grandfather clocks, or making clockwork contraptions out of spare parts. Still, she knew she had talent enough to compete with the best engineers the school had to offer. Yet the Guild would never allow it. The world of tickers was the world of men.
So, slipping her hands from her pockets, Petra tucked the loose strands of her hair back into her borrowed cap and gave herself the once-over, making sure her brother’s clothes covered any femininity that might betray her to anyone inside. Satisfied that she looked the part, she marched up the University steps, determined not to let something as trivial as her sex stop her from pursuing the career she deserved.
Students milled about the door, discussing pitch circles and circumferential velocities. Petra’s skin quivered as she passed over the threshold, the rich scent of paraffin and gasoline in the air. The floor pulsed with the jarring oscillations of the subcity below, the steady hum of perfectly fitted gears vibrating within her bones. Her fingers twitched toward the screwdriver in her pocket. From the lobby, she could see a cluttered mess of schematics papering the walls of the main workshop. Columns of unused gears stood at attention in the far corner, waiting for an engineer to affix them to a gear train. Levers rocked and cranks spun, driving gears and sliders. Steam whistled through pipes. Blowlamps hissed and sputtered over metal joints. The workshop sang an engineer’s lullaby.
Petra grinned. She belonged here.
To the left and right of the entry, lift gates stood closed before clusters of students, the lights above the doors flashing yellow as the lifts sped up and down the shaft, disappearing beyond the high, arched ceiling—the brass so polished it gleamed like gold. From the lifts, stairs curved upward along the lobby walls, leading to the upper-level workshops, with the entrance to the main workshop just below.
Petra inhaled a deep breath. She could do this.
She marched toward the large, circular desk in the center of the entry hall, walking stiffly and purposefully with her hands clenched at her sides. Behind the desk sat a weedy, thin sort of man, annotating a printed letter. His hair was thin and graying, and he wore a name plate pinned to the breast of his coat: W. PLASKETT.
Petra cleared her throat.
“One moment,” he said without looking up, continuing to scribble in the cramped margin at the bottom of the letter, until finally he capped the pen and put the letter aside. “Yes?”
She cleared her throat again and spoke in the deepest voice she could muster. “I’m here to apply for the upcoming term.”
“Are you a returning student?” he asked.
“No.”
Mr. Plaskett reached across the desk, grabbed a blank application file and readied his pen. “Your name?”
“Wade,” she said, her heart beating faster. “Solomon Wade.”
He scribbled the false name. “And date of birth?”
“March twenty-second, 1862,” she answered, knowing she didn’t look the least bit nineteen, though only two years shy of that age. She tugged on the brim of her hat, shading her soft features from the overhead lighting.
“Former institution?” prompted Mr. Plaskett.
“Eton.”
The scratching of his pen stopped.
Petra stiffened. Solomon said they’d accept anyone from Eton. Mr. Plaskett bent over and dug through a drawer of files, mumbling the names of institutions as he thumbed through the tabs. She gripped the stem of her pocket watch and waited, panic creeping up her throat.
“Ah, here it is,” he said. “Eton.” He slapped the folder onto the desk and flipped to the back pages, running his long, narrow finger down a list of names. With a frown, he turned to the next page and scanned the first few entries. “Hmm.” He shuffled through a few more pages before finally closing the file, then clasped his fingers over the folder and peered at her with an accusatory glare. “There is no one by the name of Wade here.”
“Sorry?” Her voice cracked.
“I have a list of every student who has requested a transfer to the University from Eton, and there is no Solomon Wade on that list.”
She stared at him a moment, winding the stem of her pocket watch as she tried to think. She and Solomon hadn’t planned for this. She could demand he check again, but the name wouldn’t be there, no matter how many times he read the list. The winding stem resisted against her fingers as the spring tension in the watch reached its peak. Hastily, she released the stem before the mainspring snapped.
“So, I’m not from Eton,” she blurted out.
He eyed her properly now, taking note of her petite size and the state of her borrowed clothes—oversized and soot-stained. “No. I believe not.”
She raised her chin and stared defiantly back, refusing to be judged, refusing to let him think she didn’t belong just because she didn’t look the part. “You can’t stop me from applying.”
Mr. Plaskett leaned back in his chair. “I have no desire to prevent worthy engineers from applying to the University. However, as a nontransfer student with no credentials or statement of reference, I will need your registration of birth, a transcript of records from your former institution, a seal of approval from the Guild of Engineers, and your tuition fees for the first term. If you can manage that before September, you may then apply for the upcoming term.”
Petra’s heart sank. “What about scholarships? I thought—”
“Scholarships are for students of academic merit only, not—” He arched an eyebrow and appraised her with a sweeping gaze. “—the impoverished. We are not a charity.”
She tightened her hands into fists, the hair on the back of her neck bristling.
Mr. Plaskett smiled thinly—a smug, self-satisfied smirk plastered onto his face. “Now then, if that is all?” When she did not respond, he took her application file, balled it up in his fist, and tossed the crumpled paper into the bin behind his desk. “As I thought. Good day, Mr. Wade.”
Gritting her teeth with a grunt of frustration, Petra swiveled away from the desk and stalked toward the door. The prat. She shoved through a group of students, stumbled over a discarded knapsack, and fell down. Her knees banged against the hard metal tiles, and her pocket watch and screwdriver slipped from her pockets and skated across the polished floor. As she moved to reach for them, her hat fell from her head, revealing her long braided hair.
“Why, it’s a girl,” said one of the boys behind her.
Haughty laughter echoed through the chamber, attacking Petra from all sides. Blood rushed in her ears, and her cheeks flushed under their judging gazes. Not one of them came to her aid or offered to help. Of course they wouldn’t. She didn’t belong there—a girl dressed in boy’s clothing. Humiliation burned at the corners of her eyes. The vibration beneath the floor nauseated her. The smell of oil suffocated her. The clacking and shrilling of the machinery rattled her brain. She had to escape.
Biting back the urge to shout at the boys to mind their own business, she scrambled to her feet and snatched her things off the floor, stuffing the screwdriver back into her trouser pocket and jamming the hat onto her head. Her eyes stung, but she dared not cry. Petra Wade didn’t cry.
Her pocket watch lay on the floor a few feet away. The case had sprung open, and the watch face glimmered in the overhead light. Clenching her hands at her sides, she stepped forward to retrieve it, but a shadow crossed her path and snuffed the yellow gleam reflected in the polished surface. The room hushed.
A large, heavy man crouched in front of her, reaching for her treasured timepiece. His coat strained against him as his fat pinched and bones creaked, like an old, cumbersome machine running without oil. He wore a pin on the breast of his coat, a working planetary gear system ticking in a mesmerizing array of orbiting gears—the official seal of the Guild council. The largest of the gears was acid-etched with a floral pattern, marking this vast fellow the University vice-chancellor, Hugh Lyndon. His thick fingers closed around the gilded case of her pocket watch and fastened it shut. When he stood, the boys around the lobby snapped to attention.
Vice-Chancellor Lyndon stared at the watch, running his stubby thumb over the ornate C that decorated the front of the case. “At ease, gentlemen,” he said. His voice was deep and gravelly, and though he spoke quietly, it carried through the hall.
The room relaxed at his command, but the boys remained, the air in the lobby still and silent as they stared at the pair of them—the vice-chancellor of the University and this unknown girl—as if they were some spectacle.
Lyndon flipped the watch open, and deep frown lines creased his brow. The reflection of light on his round glasses obscured his eyes, but then the glare shifted as his gaze flickered from the watch to Petra. He seemed to be searching for something—fear, subordination, shame. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. Gathering to her full height, she raised her chin in defiance. He might have been vice-chancellor of the University, but she wasn’t going to bow down to anyone, least of all him. He was the reason she couldn’t attend the University in the first place.
But he did not challenge her, did not ask why she was there or who she was. He merely looked once more upon the watch, and the crease in the center of his forehead deepened.
Petra watched him carefully, wondering if he had seen the watch before, recognized it somehow—but it must have been years and years ago, before she was born, before Matron found her and took her in. Her pulse quickened. If he knew something of the watch, knew its maker or who might have given it to her, perhaps he knew the answers to questions that had plagued Petra her entire life, questions she had all but given up on. The watch, and the screwdriver in her pocket, were the only two things she owned that were truly hers, found in her pockets the day of the fire, the day she became an orphan—but neither had led her to her home. Who had she been before the fire? Who were her parents? And why had no one come looking for her?
Slowly, Vice-Chancellor Lyndon shut the case over the watch face, again running his finger over the gilded C. Petra chewed her lip as questions bubbled up inside her, but she was too aware of the crowd of students standing around her, judging her, mocking her. She held her tongue.
Burying her curiosity and anger and humiliation, she held out her hand and, in the politest tone she could muster, addressed the vice-chancellor. “May I please have my watch back, sir?”
Lyndon glanced up at her, as if just remembering she was there. “Yes,” he said with a nod. “Of course.” Closing his fist over the pocket watch, he tentatively placed it in her palm.
Afraid she would lose her calm if she stayed a moment longer, Petra nodded curtly and left the lobby without another word, fastening the watch chain to her belt. Ignoring the silent stares of the students, she descended the steps into the courtyard, stealing a brass-plated bench on the far side of the square. The hot metal scorched her skin even through her trousers, burning the bitter embarrassment away.
She never had a chance.
Even with a disguise, even if she forged all the necessary documents, she would never manage to procure enough money to cover a semester’s tuition. She sighed and buried her face in her hands.
She would never attend the University. She would never become a qualified engineer. She would forever be the shop girl at Stricket & Monfore, or if Matron had her way, she’d be married off to some well-to-do idiot with no sense for mechanics.
A shadow passed between her and the sun.
“Guess you’ll be heading to work soon, then.”
Petra lowered her hands from her face and looked up at the leering face of the pawnbroker’s son, Bartholomew Monfore—Tolly, as she knew him. Beneath the brim of his newsboy cap, he wore a smirk to match Mr. Plaskett’s.
She fumed. “Shove off, Tolly.”
“Don’t be like that,” he said, plopping down next to her on the bench. He nudged her with his shoulder. “Now listen . . . me, Norris, and Hoyt are playing cards tonight, and we need a fourth. You in?”
Petra groaned. “Can’t.” She reached up, twisted her braid into a knot on the top of her head and hid it away with her cap. “I’m working with Mr. Stricket tonight.” Even if she wasn’t working, she would have come up with an excuse.
“Why bother? They said no, didn’t they?” he asked, gesturing to the University. “That’s why you’re out here pouting.”
“I’m not ‘pouting.’ ”
“What do you call this, then?” he said with a laugh. She scowled. “Oh, come on, Petra. That school is no place for you. They know it. I know it. Only person who don’t is you. Girls aren’t supposed to be engineers.”
“Shut up, Tolly.”
He merely shrugged. “Just telling it like it is, Pet. Someday, you’ll admit I was right.”
Petra stood up and exhaled sharply. “I have to go.”
Tolly grinned. “Don’t be late for work.”
PETRA ENTERED THE overstuffed pawnshop, finding it empty except for the wares. The shelves groaned beneath the weight of trinkets and gadgets that had accumulated over the years—junk to most people. But she knew of several treasures hidden there, buried behind stacks of books and antique silver: old mantel clocks, jewelry boxes with spinning dancers concealed within, handheld calculating machines, and miniature wind-up steamers.
She smiled to herself as she breathed in the familiar scents of brassy metal and acrid polish, and then, grabbing her broom, began sweeping the dusty footprints clustered around the door and counter. Tolly was, thankfully, nowhere in sight.
Mr. Stricket appeared behind the counter as she swept, wedging himself between the stacks of broken tickers piled around the door to the back room, carrying a box in his bony arms.
Petra always thought he looked like a grandfather should, though he had no children or grandchildren of his own. His hair was thick and white, combed back from his pale green eyes, and he had a spindly look about him, with bony limbs and knobby joints, like the hands of a clock. He always moved so slowly, like the minute hand, taking a deliberate amount of time to do anything.
He set the box on the counter and peered over his glasses at her.
“Petra, my dear, can you put this portable phonograph in the display? Mark it repaired at four quid.”
“Of course, Mr. Stricket.”
She leaned the broom against the bit of blank wall behind the front door and met Mr. Stricket at the back desk. He opened the velvet-lined box, worth at least a half-sovereign on its own, and revealed the repaired phonograph, the brass horn polished to a glossy shine.
Petra craved to see it work, but it had no cylinder to play.
Mr. Stricket smiled. “Go on. Give it a crank.”
She curled her fingers around the handle and wound the phonograph. Smooth, rhythmic ticking vibrated within the mechanism, and she knew that somewhere within gears turned the arbor, tightening the mainspring. She released the crank, and the gears of the empty cylinder chamber rotated in perfect synchronization. Not a single gear was out of line. The faint hum of gear harmony buzzed within the ticker, and to Petra, it produced a sound so beautiful, no concerto could hope to compare.
“It’s brilliant,” she said.
“I knew you would appreciate it,” he said, patting her arm. “You have such an ear for machinery. I’d like to see a mechanical engineer at that school sharper than you.”
Petra suppressed the heat of embarrassment that welled up inside her and replied with an uneasy smile. Turning her back to Mr. Stricket, she carried the phonograph to the display window and perched it on the shelf, carefully arranging the box to showcase the polished horn.
“Are we still on for tonight?” asked Mr. Stricket.
“Of course. Will we be working on the music box again?”
Mr. Stricket nodded. “I think just one more night of work and you’ll be finished with it. Perhaps we will be lucky enough to hear it play tonight, hmm?” Smiling, he turned his attention to a stack of receipts next to the register and adjusted his glasses on his nose.
Petra turned back to the window and penciled the price of the phonograph on a sale tag. As she placed the card in front of the box, a group of University students turned down the street, heading toward the nearby pub. Petra shrank behind the edge of the shelf. They had probably been among the boys who laughed at her that morning. Such prats, with their fancy degrees from prestigious institutions. What made them better than her?
She peered through the door window. The one in the front looked worst of the lot. He had a relaxed, arrogant posture, a natural aloofness that resonated with confidence, as if he owned the whole street. His hair was dark, perfectly tousled and casually swept away from his eyes. He laughed at something one of the other boys said, and his proud, carefree features filled her gut with fire, the echo of her earlier humiliation burning in her stomach. If she could just prove herself, they wouldn’t laugh. They’d see she was a brilliant engineer.
As they passed directly in front of the pawnshop, the dark-haired boy stopped suddenly and looked around. Petra froze, pressing herself into the shadows. Had he seen her? The door muffled their voices, and she couldn’t hear what they were saying. With her head ducked beneath the window, she wedged the door open a smidge.
“Did it break down?” asked one of the boys. “Good thing you signed the contract already, or else the Guild would want their money back.” The quip was met with laughter from the other boys.
“Shove off, Wolfe.”
The dark-haired boy marched back up the street. A strange brass object lay in the road, wobbling and hissing steam as it writhed upon the cobblestone. The boy knelt down and lifted the contraption.
“It tripped,” he hollered. He stood the machine up and it took a few jerky steps forward. Petra’s eyes widened. It was a ticker—a walking ticker.
“Mr. Stricket,” she said, “I’ll be out cleaning the front steps.”
She didn’t wait for a reply. Snatching the broom, she eased her way onto the landing, careful to let the door close quietly behind her. She didn’t want to draw attention to her presence; the boys might recognize her.
The dark-haired boy and his automaton came slowly down the street. The ticker stood no higher than his waist, stepping forward with long, rocking strides. Now that Petra saw it up close, the machine was nothing impressive. It was a prototype at best, a rough experiment thrown together in a week’s time. It might walk, but it didn’t have the efficiency a properly built ticker demanded—the most obvious fault was the unsightly hydraulic pumps its designer had adopted to drive the legs, leading to an erratic, uneven distribution of power. The entire thing wobbled as it came down the street, the plating that covered its mechanical insides rattling with each jerky step.
Petra figured she could have built it solely out of clockwork, making it run quieter, more efficiently, and without the jolting. It was only a matter of linking the right mechanisms.
The weight of the screwdriver in her pocket multiplied, and she itched to open the thing up and see exactly how the inept engineer had put it together.
“How much was it they offered you?” asked another boy, his voice carrying loudly down the street.
The few pedestrians nearby gathered around the huddle of students, staring at the automaton. A handful of them were probably Luddites, ready to spring on the abomination like rabid apes. Petra absentmindedly swept the landing, listening to the boys.
“A thousand quid, wasn’t it?” speculated one of the other students.
The number was met with a few audible gasps from the assembled onlookers. A thousand quid was more money than the entire street might make in a year, more than the whole shop of Stricket & Monfore was even worth.
Petra gaped. “A thousand quid for that?” The words were out of her mouth before she realized it. “I could have built that lousy piece of junk in an afternoon.”
The boys swiveled toward her, quickly dismissing her with belittling remarks and laughter as they took in the sight of her. The people along the street whispered behind their hands; most of them knew Petra, or knew of her weird fascination with machines. She gave them no notice—the thoughtless lemmings. Instead, her gaze moved to the dark-haired engineer. He stared back at her with a bemused smile, but he did not sneer or titter like the others. He probably thought she wasn’t worth his time.
Petra wanted him to challenge her. She’d show them what she knew of machines.
One of the students, a prudish boy, tall and thin with tawny hair, piped up, “You? You think you could build this?” He looked her up and down and glanced at the pawnshop sign above her head with a smirk. “What would a shop girl know about machines?” He pointed to the rickety ticker and laughed. “This is the latest advancement in modern science, you stupid girl. You can’t even fathom the complexities of this machinery.”
Petra’s cheeks burned at the insult, and the humiliation of the morning rushed back to the forefront of her mind. Setting the broom aside, she lifted her skirts and tromped down the steps. The boys towered over her, but she did not back down, raising her chin to stare into her challenger’s face. “It’s a mediocre ticker at best, a clumsy amalgamation of mechanics and hydraulics. I’d be ashamed to call that thing mine.”
“Is that so?”
The voice came from her left, and she whirled on the speaker. “Yes, it—” She stood face-to-face with the automaton’s engineer, that stupid grin still on his lips. She scowled up at him.
“If you have criticism of my machine, I would like to hear it,” he said, crossing his arms. His copper eyes gleamed curiously. “Tell me, miss—what would you do differently?”
Petra stepped away from the group of boys and glared at the University engineer. He thought she’d make a fool of herself. Well, she’d show him. She approached the ticker and knelt at its side, ignoring the other boys’ laughter. The machine stood quietly, the faint hum of moving gears keeping it steady.
She ran her fingers down the grooves that linked the outer plates and felt around its joints. The exoskeleton was flawless—a true work of art—but the driving mechanisms were subpar. Thick, rubber hydraulic lines ran up its legs, the liquid heated by pilot lights at its feet. Petra knew little about hydraulics and steam power, but she didn’t see why the automaton needed the clumsy, inefficient system when clockwork would do. If she could construct two linked mainsprings, she could drive the automaton from a central power source without a battery or hydraulics. The science was sound, but it was still only a theory of hers. She hadn’t been able to test it yet. But from the theoretical clockwork core, joining gearboxes to the proper linkages, she could easily create a stable walking pattern, and the machine would operate without the wobbling or the need for sporadic steam expulsion.
Petra laid her hand on the machine’s chest. The whir of gears vibrated beneath the brass plating. At least the automaton’s heart was in the right place, though there was a slight catch at every fifth and eighth rotation. One of the gears was unbalanced, throwing the weight of the driveshaft off-center. What she couldn’t figure out was how the engineer controlled the automaton, how it changed actions seemingly of its own accord. She found no operating controls on its exterior, no levers, pulls, or buttons that might be switched on and off. She wanted to take it apart, piece by piece. If she could reach her screwdriver without the boy noticing, she could have the automaton disassembled before he could blink.
The engineer cleared his throat. “Well, what do you think of it?”
The group of boys snickered, and she could feel their scornful gazes and the eyes of the others on the street, just as they had stared at her in the University lobby, judging her, mocking her. She gritted her teeth, hating all of them, but hating herself more for putting herself in the same situation a second time in the same day.
Petra stood and glared at the engineer, and there was a flicker of something in his expression as their eyes met. It wasn’t disrespect or contempt or even indifference, all the things she was used to seeing when someone challenged her knowledge or skill. Instead, he looked at her with focused calculation, as if trying to discern what made her tick. She knew the look well; it was the way she looked at machines.
She tried holding the engineer’s gaze, filling her eyes with defiance and loathing, but his stare was too intense, too penetrating. She turned away and swallowed the lecture on gear trains, linkages, and mainsprings. “What do I know? I’m just a shop girl.”
“Don’t waste your time, Goss,” said Wolfe. “She doesn’t know anything. Let’s get on to the pub.”
The engineer acknowledged his statement with a dismissive wave, but his eyes never left Petra’s face. “What’s your name?” he asked quietly.
She blinked, entranced by those copper eyes. They seemed familiar somehow.
“Goss! Come on, mate!”
He frowned and glanced toward the others. “On my way!” He turned back to Petra and offered a polite smile. “Sorry about them,” he said softly. “They’ve never met a girl quite like you.”
Finally, she found her voice. “And you have?”
“Well I have now, at the very least,” he said with a smile. “Until next time.” With a slight tilt of his head, he withdrew and turned toward the pub. Not a step behind him, the automaton sprang to life and tottered after the engineer like an obedient pup.
Petra stared. How did it move without contact? No matter its shoddy workmanship, the engineer had somehow fashioned a way to control the ticker without physically touching the contraption. She distractedly walked back to the pawnshop steps and inadvertently stubbed her toe on the bottom stair, her eyes still on the automaton.
The students filed into the pub down the street. When the last of them disappeared behind the open door, the engineer casually glanced back at the pawnshop, his eyes lingering on her for only a second. Then he went into the pub, the automaton ambling in after him, and the door shut behind them. The huddled onlookers dispersed then, leaving the street dull and empty once again.
Petra plopped down on the stairs. Her screwdriver slid from her pocket and clattered against the stone, her enthusiasm for mechanics crashing to the ground along with it. Aside from steam power and hydraulics, she had considered herself a prodigy of ticker mechanics. She had studied machines all her life, and never had she read of or devised a way to control tickers from a distance without the aid of some sort of connecting device.
And some arrogant engineer had figured out a way to do it. The thought burned her from the inside. There was more for her to learn, and she wasn’t going to stand by and let some University fop outclass her. She climbed to her feet, her eyes on the pub door. She’d find out how he did it—sooner or later.
“HAND ME THAT bit there,” said Petra, her fingers deep inside a musical box frame. She sat at the worktable in the back room of the pawnshop, with Mr. Stricket hovering over her shoulder.
“Which one?” he asked.
“The governor assembly.”
Mr. Stricket handed over the part. Petra wedged it into the base of the musical box and screwed it into the bedplate. Then she carefully connected the gear train, and finally placed the pin next to the air brake.
“Finished?” asked Mr. Stricket.
She gave the musical box the once-over and nodded. “I think so.”
“Give it a wind.”
Petra turned the crank handle. The pawl clicked on the wheel of the mechanism, holding the mainspring in place. Two months of work, and so far, so good. She rotated the crank three times and sucked in her breath. One gear out of line, one tiny mistake, and the box wouldn’t play. She pulled the pin from its holster, releasing the air brake and the mainspring. Silence. The air brake whirred, and everything turned like it was supposed to. One second ticked by. Two seconds. She had failed. Three seconds. She had done something wrong. Her mind picked through the months-long process of repairing the musical box, trying to figure out where she might have made a mistake, and then the music played. A tinkling sonata reverberated from the musical box, silencing her doubts.
Mr. Stricket patted her on the shoulder. “Well done, my dear. Well done.” He crossed the room and sat in his old wicker chair in the corner, tapping his foot to the melody. “There’s not a ticker on the face of this earth you couldn’t fix.” He smiled proudly.
Petra couldn’t help but beam. She replaced the casing around the base of the musical box, and the song intensified, perfectly captured within the instrument. Placing her screwdriver on the table, she leaned back in her chair. The melody within the musical box was proof of her skill, but what good was skill when she could do nothing with it?
She rested her head on the back of the chair with a heavy sigh and stared at the ceiling.
“Is something troubling you, my dear?”
She sighed again.
Everything. An overwhelming barrage of things. She couldn’t attend the University because she was a girl. She would never become a qualified engineer. She would never amount to anything. She made a fool of herself twice in the same day, completely losing any chance she might have of attending the University, in disguise or not, and proving just how daft she was in front of probably the finest student the University had ever taught. She groaned. And there was absolutely nothing to be done about any of it.
The music slowed to a stop.
But what bothered her most was the fact that there was some aspect of mechanics that she didn’t understand. She hated not knowing.
She sat up and twisted around in her chair. “Mr. Stricket, have you ever seen a ticker—a machine of any kind—act without someone directly controlling it, without being linked to a control apparatus or programmed to follow an engineered, repetitive function?”
Mr. Stricket seemed to think about it. “I don’t think I follow.”
“Is it possible for a machine to act without direct intervention, almost autonomously?”
“That would be extraordinary.”
Petra frowned. “But you don’t know how it could be done?”
“I imagine they study that sort of thing at the University.”
She swallowed back the acidic embarrassment in her throat. “Yes,” she said quietly. “I expect so.”
Mr. Stricket took a deep breath and stood, his joints creaking nearly as much as the old wicker chair beneath him. “It is such a shame the Guild forbids women to attend. I know at least one bright young woman who deserves a place there,” he said with a wink. Still smiling, he crossed the small room and reached for something atop the shelf above the table. “Now, I have something for you.” He pulled down a dark wooden box and carefully placed it in front of Petra.
“What is it?” she asked.
“Open it up.”
She carefully opened the lid, revealing soft felt lining along the walls of the box, but nothing else. “It’s empty.”
A smile spread across his thin face, a twinkle in his green eyes. “It’s for the musical box.”
Petra inhaled a sharp breath and shook her head. “Oh, Mr. Stricket, I couldn’t.”
“Yes, my dear, you can. I bought that musical box months ago as a gift, to congratulate you.”
“Congratulate me for what?”
Mr. Stricket cupped her face in his hands and smiled. “Petra, if I ever had a son, I can only imagine that he would have been something like you: passionate, strong-willed, and a deft hand with machines. He would have been my apprentice at the shop at a young age, learning to repair and build tickers.” Her old mentor placed his hand on her shoulder, tears glimmering in his eyes. His smile quivered. “Now, I may not have a son, but I do have you. You have been my apprentice since you were old enough to turn a screwdriver, but today you are no longer an apprentice.” He gestured to the table and to the musical box. “You, my dear, are a master. This musical box is proof.”
The heat rose in her cheeks, and the corners of her eyes stung, but she did not cry. Petra Wade never cried. She blinked back the traitorous tears as she stood and faced Mr. Stricket. She wrapped her arms around his frail body like she had done as a child, ever since the first day she wandered into his store and he taught her the secrets of clockwork.
“Thank you,” she whispered. “For everything.”
He smoothed her hair. “Of course, my dear.”



 
Chapter 2
PETRA SAT ON the steps outside the shop, watching the people of the fourth quadrant move up and down the street. Outside the pub, a group of women and a few men gathered, speaking heatedly to one another. She caught snippets of their conversations. “ . . . abominable machinery . . . Satan’s machines . . . death to the Guild . . .” Luddites. Why the Guild tolerated their presence, she didn’t understand.
Since seeing the automaton, Petra had haunted the steps whenever business was slow. Two weeks she had waited, hoping she might see him again, but there hadn’t been a hint of the automaton engineer. Other students had frequented the walk between the University and the pub down the street, but not the student she wanted to see.
She wasn’t entirely sure why she wanted to see him.
She hated him for his pretentiousness and his arrogance. She hated him for being an engineer, for being a student at the University. She hated him for the automaton and his money. She loathed him, but she equally admired him. He was everything she was not and everything she wanted to be.
The bell above the pawnshop door tinkled, and Tolly came out onto the landing. “Pa said you need to clean the display cases. They’re smudged.”
Petra released a heavy sigh and glanced over her shoulder. “I’ll be in shortly. Just give me a minute.”
“Is everything all right?” asked Tolly, plopping down beside her. “You’ve been awfully distracted lately.”
Petra only nodded. A rickshaw rattled down the road, followed by a trail of black smoke puffing from the stack. Several steam vents flew open and cleared the noxious fumes from the street.
“Do you want to talk about it?” he asked.
She wrapped her arms around her legs and rested her chin on her knees. She released a puff of air, blowing her bangs away from her eyes. “Not with you.”
“Still upset about the University, then?” He leaned back against the stairs and looked up the street toward the gleaming towers on the other side of the city. “I don’t know what you expected, Pet. You’re a girl. You don’t belong there.”
She just shook her head. It wasn’t even about the University anymore, or the Guild. All she could think about was the automaton—and its engineer. She wished she could disassemble the machine, discover the secrets of its hidden controls, find out what exactly made it tick, what prompted the Guild to purchase its design for such a large sum of money.
She needed to know.
But Tolly wouldn’t understand that. He would never understand.
He didn’t want to.
Petra turned on him. “Is there something else you wanted?”
Tolly shrugged. “Just thought I’d ask how you were.”
“As if you actually care,” she snapped, suddenly angry. “Don’t pretend, Tolly. I’m not stupid. I know what you think of me, what you think of my tinkering. And I’m tired of hearing it. I’m tired of listening to you tell me over and over that I’m never going to be an engineer, that I’m not one of them, that I don’t belong.” Her throat tightened as anger filled her up inside. “Well I do belong. And one day, I’ll be there,” she said, pointing up the street. “I’ll be the best of them, and then you’ll see.”
“Right.” He rolled his eyes and stood. “Well until then, you have some counters to clean, so hop to it.” He vanished back into the shop, the door slamming behind him.
Petra hugged her knees, gritting her teeth as she focused on the University, its brass walls gleaming in the afternoon sun. She meant it. Someday, she would be one of them, and then the whole world would see.
The shop door banged open, slamming against the brick wall as burly, snarling Mr. Monfore stepped onto the landing, Petra’s broom perched on his shoulder. Swinging the broom around, he smacked her in the side with the bristles.
“Get up off them steps, girl. You have cleaning to do.”
Petra clenched her hands into fists as rage boiled in her stomach, rising up her chest and into her throat. The hairs on the back of her neck prickled. “I said I’d be in shortly.”
Monfore pointed through the doorway. “You get in there and clean—now—or I’ll have your wages docked for the day. I don’t pay you to dawdle.” He flung the broom down the stairs and stalked back into the shop.
Petra sucked in a deep breath, held it, counted to five, and slowly exhaled. She ought to break the broom over his balding head. Instead, she descended the stairs and snatched up the fallen broom. She hated the days when Monfore was in charge of the shop instead of Mr. Stricket. He was a filthy lump of slag compared to Mr. Stricket and his golden manner, an overbearing dictator over her during the hours she was there.
Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out her pocket watch and checked the time. Only three hours more and she would be free of him. Three hours and she could go home, where nothing but a bland dinner and unruly siblings awaited her. She kneaded her temples and inhaled deeply again, counted, and exhaled. Somehow, she would survive it all.
MONFORE SAT BEHIND the counter, flipping through a stack of bank notes. Under his scrutinizing gaze, Petra cleaned the glass display cases, dusted the tops of the shelves, filed receipt copies, polished the items in the window, and swept the entire shop floor twice. Tolly had snuck off—avoiding her, no doubt. It annoyed her that he could skip out on work and still receive more pay than she did. Benefits of being the shop owner’s son, she supposed.
“Girl,” growled Monfore. “Find last week’s pawn stubs and bring them here. I need to call on those customers.”
Petra wedged around the counter and squeezed a path between the paperboard boxes full of tickers Mr. Stricket needed to repair. The stacks seemed to grow every day. She turned the lamp up in the back room and scanned the labels attached to the front of the file cabinet drawers. Pawn stubs were at the top. She dragged a stool from the corner, and as she climbed onto the chair, the doorbell tinkled. Another pair of grimy footprints to sweep from the polished floor.
“Good afternoon, sir,” said Monfore, transforming into the amiable persona he reserved for customers only. “How may I help you?”
“Ah, yes—well . . .” The customer trailed off and cleared his throat.
Petra nearly lost her balance, grabbing the cabinet for stability. That voice. It couldn’t be. She looked over her shoulder. Monfore stood leaning against the counter, but because of the stacks of boxes, she couldn’t see the customer. Holding her breath, she carefully stepped down from the stool and extinguished the gaslight, plunging the back room in semidarkness.
“Is there anything in particular you’re looking for?” asked Monfore. “We have all sorts of trinkets. Perhaps looking to please a lady?”
Petra crouched behind the stacks of broken tickers, peering out through a space between the boxes and the door frame. The customer shifted his weight, moving his face out of her sight; she could only see him from the waist down now. He was finely dressed, with a tailored waistcoat and trousers, and spats over his shoes. He held a hat at his side, his thumb rhythmically rubbing the brim.
If she could just look at him properly . . .
“Thank you, sir,” he said. “But, my apologies, I’m not here to purchase anything.”
She was certain it was his voice, and though she had heard it only once before, it stuck in her mind all the same.
“Looking to pawn?” asked Monfore.
“No, sir,” he said. “But you may still be of help to me. I am looking for someone—a young woman.” Petra’s breath caught in her throat. “She may work here?”
Monfore sat in his chair behind the counter and rested his hands on his lap, glancing toward Petra’s hiding place. She swallowed hard, knowing he would somehow find a way to punish her for this. The seconds ticked by in silence.
The customer cleared his throat. “Might you know of such a woman, sir?”
“This girl,” said Monfore, steepling his fingers over his lap. “Did she wrong you in some way?”
“No, nothing of the sort.”
Monfore reclined in his chair. “I doubt my shop girl would be of any interest to you—nothing more than a penniless orphan with little to no prospects beyond working here in my shop. She doesn’t have the aptitude for much else. Quite dim-witted and difficult to manage, you see. I doubt she’s the one you’re looking for.”
“I see.”
Petra wanted to throw something at Monfore. She closed her eyes, trying to find the nerve to stand up, walk out of that room, and introduce herself properly. She had already missed one opportunity. She couldn’t miss a second.
“Then, I apologize for wasting your time, sir,” said the customer. “I must have confused the woman’s identity.”
“I am sorry I could not be of more help,” said Monfore.
“Yes, I am sure that you are,” he replied, his tone veering from politeness to suspicion. He stood there a moment longer, an uncomfortable silence weighing on the room. “Well, then,” he said finally. “Good day, I suppose.”
Monfore nodded politely, but the glimmer in his eye was anything but friendly. “And to you, sir.”
Petra held her breath and waited, keeping her eye locked on the empty space between the stack of boxes and the door frame. If he would only move a little farther toward the front of the shop, she might see his face, but as he turned on his heel and strode toward the door, his heavy boots thumping across the wooden floor, his back remained to her. She still couldn’t make out his face from where she sat.
He reached out for the door handle, but then hesitated, curling his fingers into a fist. “One thing,” he said, turning back around.
Petra’s heart skipped a beat as she caught sight of his windswept hair, thick eyebrows, and intense copper eyes. The engineer had come looking for her.
“Your shop girl,” he said. “What’s her name?”
Monfore shifted in his chair. “I don’t see how that matters.”
The engineer rubbed his thumb along his jaw, studying Monfore with a calculating stare. “No,” he said, frowning. “Perhaps not.”
Petra could see his face so clearly now—the glimmer of his eyes in the gaslight, the line of his jaw, the intensity behind his gaze—as she silently pleaded for him to glance around the shop. If he turned just slightly and looked toward the back room, he would see a sliver of her face in the doorway; he would know she was there.
Hiding, like a child.
Realizing how foolish she must look, sitting there in the dark, she withdrew from the door and flattened herself against the shelves, cursing her cowardice. A moment later the bell over the shop door tinkled, and he was gone—again.
Minutes passed before she shakily stepped out from behind the stacks of paperboard boxes and faced Monfore.
“What the bloody hell was that about?” he demanded.
Petra winced, his tone piercing through every last shred of her practiced restraint. But instead of showing false shame, as he expected, she let her anger rise, billowing up inside her—every torment, every insult, every belittling remark she had endured in the years of Monfore’s tyrannical reign over her, all the times he had called her stupid and worthless and inadequate. She gritted her teeth and stared him in the eye, determined not to back down or let him get the better of her, not this time. She was tired of obeying, tired of taking orders, tired of letting others rule her life.
“It’s none of your damn business,” she said firmly.
“None of my—” The vein in his temple bulged, and his eye twitched. He rose to his full height. “Now you listen here, girl. I told you once—I don’t put up with the same nonsense Stricket allows.” He jabbed a finger toward her. “You come here on time. You work. You go home. You don’t take breaks. You don’t invite loiterers into my shop. And you sure as hell don’t disrespect me.” A spray of spittle rained on her cheek. “Understand?”
Petra wiped her face with her apron, seething beneath her calm exterior. “Perfectly. Now, if it isn’t too inconvenient for you, sir, I’ll be going.” She turned away and marched toward the front door, holding her chin high.
“You still have forty minutes left in your shift,” said Monfore. “You’re not going anywhere.”
She stopped in front of the door, tightening her hands into fists. “I have other business to attend to at the moment,” she said quietly, not turning around. “So if you don’t mind—”
“If you don’t put in the hours, you don’t get paid, girl. You walk out that door, you won’t see a penny of wages this week. I’ll make certain of that.”
Petra hesitated. Matron needed that money, even if it was a meager twenty pence. Her eyes drifted to the small square window set into the door. On the other side, standing at the top of the stairs, was the engineer, unaware that she stood just inches away. She gripped the door handle. More than anything, she wanted to talk to him, find out the secret behind his automaton, but she just stood there. She couldn’t give up a week’s worth of wages. It wasn’t worth it.
The engineer vanished from the window, gone forever. Petra released the door handle and bowed her head, defeated.
“Pawn stubs,” growled Monfore.
Petra shuffled to the back room and climbed onto the stool again. She rested her head on the filing cabinet, wishing she had the nerve to tell Monfore to shove off, wanting nothing more than to march out of the store, face the engineer again, and demand to know how the automaton worked. But she didn’t. She was a coward.
Monfore cleared his throat, and she yanked open the drawer. As she searched through the collection of pawn stubs, her thoughts drifted to the engineer. Why had he come to the shop? Why was he looking for her? She snatched the correct file and slammed the drawer shut. Why did she care?
“Here.” She tossed the file onto the counter and picked up her broom, spending the last thirty-five minutes of her shift listlessly sweeping dirt from one side of the shop to the other.
When her pocket watch finally ticked past four o’clock, Petra filled the dustpan and carried it to the front door to dump it off the side of the stairs into the bin. Then she could go home and curse herself a thousand times more for not meeting the engineer face-to-face when she had the chance.
Turning the handle, she pressed herself against the door and pushed it open, abruptly knocking into something at the top of the steps. There was a hiss of pain, and Petra realized that there was a man sitting on the landing. She dropped the dustpan and edged around the door, wringing her hands.
“So sorry, sir. I didn’t—” She stopped, her eyes widening as the man stood to face her, unable to utter anything more than a startled gasp.
He rubbed his shoulder. “No, don’t apologize. I shouldn’t have . . .” He finally looked up and saw her. His copper-brown eyes met hers, and a slow smile lifted his lips. “It’s you.”
Petra felt the heat rise in her cheeks. Anything she thought to say in reply sounded absolutely daft. She hadn’t expected him to be there—to be here—and he stared at her so intensely that she could not find the sounds to put into words.
“Would you like to take a stroll?” he asked, appraising her with a crooked smile.
The warmth in his voice broke the tension that had coiled up inside her. She swallowed the dry feeling in her throat and released the breath she had been holding. “All right,” she said hoarsely.
She placed the broom against the railing and took his offered arm as if she were some finely dressed lady, not a shop girl in a soot-stained work dress and dusty apron. He led her down the front steps and turned up the street, heading toward the center of the city. He smelled of metal polish and oil, and the familiarity of the scent calmed her.
Petra glanced up at his striking profile. He was much taller than she remembered, and he had shaved recently. He casually regarded her inquisitive stare, and she caught the faint hint of a smile before she turned away, the heat rising in her face. They passed several shops and apartment buildings before either of them broke the awkward silence.
The engineer spoke first. “You lied, didn’t you?”
“Sorry?” It wasn’t the conversation starter she expected.
“That day, when I came down the street with my automaton. You criticized my work, and when I asked what you would have done differently in the machine’s design, you said you did not know. You lied to me.”
He slowed to a stop and looked into her eyes, shocking her into silence with the full force of his copper stare. “The others might have been convinced that you were nothing more than a foolish girl who knew nothing beyond how to push a broom, but the way you looked at my machine . . .” He inhaled a deep breath. “When you placed your hands on the automaton, your eyes lit up like a thousand electric lights, and I knew you were more than just a shop girl, more than what you seemed to be,” he said, a breathless excitement to his voice. “The way you focused on the sounds within the machine, the way you examined its structure, its manufacture, assessing, judging, calculating, rearranging it all in your mind—I saw it all. I saw the truth.” He smiled. “Only an engineer could look upon a hunk of moving metal with such enthusiasm.”
Petra frowned. “What are you getting at?”
He regarded her carefully, seeming to weigh his next words in his mind before he spoke. Finally, he cleared his throat. “I need your help.”
She blinked. “What?”
“You were right,” he said, his voice suddenly heavy. “The automaton is flawed.” He turned his gaze up the street toward the University and sighed, running his fingers through his dark hair, tousling the neatly combed tresses. “I’m supposed to redesign the machine for some future use by the Guild, but I need help doing it. The prototype you saw was nothing more than an experiment, to see if I could manufacture a theoretical control I’d been thinking of, but then my father . . .” He trailed off. “Never mind that. Needless to say, when the council saw my design, they wanted to own it, to reproduce it—an innovation for the new age.” He scoffed, shaking his head. “But it isn’t ready. It needs more work.” He sighed and then mumbled, “I should have never put it forward in the first place.”
Petra stared at him, a paid engineer of the Guild, complaining to her about having everything she had ever wanted—a University education, Guild recognition, a future career in engineering, and most importantly, the work space and funds to create the next great innovations of the world. She gritted her teeth, trying not to let the irritation slowly building up inside her show. It wasn’t fair.
“Why are you telling me this?” she asked.
He regarded her carefully. “You saw the automaton for what it was—a haphazard prototype, a flawed machine not fit for the Guild.” His eyes blazed with intensity, the wheels of his mind seeming to whir into a frenzy. “You could help me change that.”
Petra frowned. “How?”
“You could help me fix it, help me design a machine worthy of the Guild, worthy of the Chroniker name.”
“Me . . . help you?” She blinked, her heart racing. Petra Wade, Guild engineer. This could be her chance; this could be the opportunity she had been waiting for all her life, offered freely, and yet . . . She narrowed her eyes. “Why me?”
“Why not you?”
“Because . . . because I’m no one, just a shop girl,” she said, shaking her head.
“What’s the difference between spur and helical gears?”
Before she could stop herself, the words spilled from her mouth. “Spur gears are simple, having teeth parallel to the axis of rotation, while helical gears have teeth inclined in relation to the axis, ensuring smoother action and better load capacity. But with helical gears, there is the disadvantage that the teeth build up side pressure which causes thrust on the . . .” The realization dawned on her, and she met the engineer’s eye. “That’s what was wrong with the automaton’s gear system, why the gear train kept throwing itself off balance. You tried to balance the thrust with opposing rotations, but you miscalculated.” Her fingers twitched toward the screwdriver in her pocket, and she flexed her hand into a fist, her mind racing with possible adjustments she could make to the gear train. If she knew the weight and gauge of the gears inside, and the corresponding systems, she could—
She glanced up at him. “Why are you smiling?”
“You spent no more than a minute with the automaton, and you figured all of that out without even removing the plating or reading the schematics.” He regarded her carefully. “You’re an engineer.”
Petra stared at him. “That doesn’t mean I can help you.”
“Why not?”
She pointed up the street to the University, its brass walls blazing in the afternoon sun. “I don’t belong there.” She remembered their haughty laughter and jeered insults, the way they judged her, as if she was worth less than a smudge of grease on the bottom of their shoes. “You think Lyndon and the Guild will let you employ a girl from the slums, that they would let me design and build a ticker for them?” She shook her head, lowering her hand to her side. “They won’t.”
The engineer stepped closer. “You don’t know that. Please, I need your help.”
Petra looked into his copper-brown eyes. Here was her one chance, the perfect opportunity for her to prove herself among the best engineers of the world, and yet she knew that it was too good to be true. “For all my life, the world has told me that girls can’t be engineers, that I will never be one of them.” She sighed. “I don’t know why you thought I could help, but I can’t.” Her chest tightened and she backed away, glancing once more at the gleaming University. It was the monument of everything she ever wanted, everything this engineer offered her, and she was going to turn her back on it. “I have to go.” She shook her head and turned to leave.
“No, please,” he said, stepping forward. “Petra, wait. I—” He clamped his mouth shut.
She stopped and stared at him. “How do you know my name?”
The engineer froze. “I—erm—” He swallowed. “I asked around, when I was—when I was trying to find you.”
“What do you want with me?” she demanded. “Who are you?”
He blinked rapidly and then placed his hand on his chest. “My name is Emmerich Goss, and I need your help.”
Petra narrowed her eyes. “I don’t believe you,” she said, her voice trembling as fear and doubt and embarrassment crept into her chest. She pointed toward the University. “There is a school full of capable engineers—a Guild full of them—and you come to me? Do you think I’m stupid?” Heat welled behind her eyes as she recalled every teasing insult spoken at her expense, every rude name, every mockery of her ambitions. He was no different than they were. “You’re lying. This is some trick, some scheme to get me to make a fool of myself, to put me in my place. I know it is.”
“No, it’s not like that. Why would I—”
“Because you’re just like the rest of them. You’re a pompous, self-important prat who thinks I’m inferior because of where I live, because of who you think I am.” She stood up to her full height, still several inches shorter than the engineer, and glared stubbornly into his copper eyes. She was a shop girl, a stupid, impoverished shop girl from the fourth quadrant, but she was also an engineer, and he had no right to judge her. “I am ten times the engineer you are, and I won’t be played by some University fop who thinks he can get the better of me.” She wheeled away from the engineer and strode down the street, her hands clenched at her sides and eyes stinging.
“Prove it,” he said quietly.
Petra stopped but did not turn around.
“You think you’re a better engineer, that you could do my automaton better. Prove it.” His boots clicked against the cobblestones as he stepped closer. “Agree to help me, and you can prove to everyone that you’re just as good an engineer as the rest of us. I’ll even pay you for your work—five pounds sterling a month—for as long as you help me.”
Five quid a month! It would take her ages to make that much money working at the shop. If she agreed, in just a few months she would have enough to pay for her tuition at the University. Six months, and she’d have enough for a year.
She turned around. “Why should I believe you? How do I know you aren’t lying?”
He hesitated, seeming to weigh the answer in his mind. “I could show you.”
“What?”
“Tomorrow, after hours, I’ll show you the automaton. I’ll show you why I need your help, and you can decide then if I’m telling the truth.” He laid his hand on his chest. “I give you my word as a gentleman that this isn’t some trick. I’m not trying to fool you.”
Petra narrowed her eyes. Her heart pulsed in her ears as she considered the offer. It was a risk, but five pounds sterling a month—getting paid to work on a Guild ticker, to have a hand in building the next great innovative technology, a chance to prove herself. It was everything she’d dreamed about. How could she walk away?
She looked into his copper-brown eyes, his face nothing but sincere. If nothing else, she would at least learn the secrets of the automaton, how it worked, how he controlled it.
“Fine,” she said, making up her mind.
A wide charismatic smile spread across his face. “Excellent.” He offered his hand. “And now I think a proper introduction is in order. Emmerich Goss, Guild engineer.”
She eyed his open palm and resigned herself to the formality. “Petra Wade.”
He shook her hand firmly, still smiling. “Very pleased to meet you, Petra,” he said, his eyes gleaming. He withdrew a step and tipped his hat. “Until next we meet.”
PETRA CLIMBED THE stairs to her flat and pushed through the door, finding her hodgepodge family all sitting around their poor excuse of a dinner table. Their matron, Etta Wade, busied herself with plates and flatware, making sure the youngest had napkins tucked into their collars and that everyone had washed their hands before doling out their dinner.
Matron Etta had collected the children over the years—the unwanted, the abandoned, the forgotten. First had been Petra, foisted onto the young nurse after the tragedy of the Guild fire thirteen years ago. Then Solomon joined their family a few years later, and Constance not long after. And then the rest of them—little Helena, quiet Emily and ladylike Esther, mischievous Christian and dutiful Susan, and always new young ones, nameless babes left at the hospital door, and unruly toddlers, coming and going as their parents were found or a new adoptive family offered to take them in.
Matron glanced up from the table as Petra kicked off her boots. “Oh, good, you’re here. Constance has to be off tonight for a special rush order at the shop, and I need you to watch after the little ones once I’m gone.” She gestured to the tumble of children playing in the floor, their supper already eaten.
“I just watched them last night,” said Petra, hanging her apron next to the door.
Matron Etta frowned. “Yes, but you’re all I have. Esther still isn’t old enough to look after them, and Solomon has to work.”
“Solomon always has to work.”
Her brother grinned at her from the head of the table, his face creased with soot. “I’ll trade you, if you like.”
“Very funny,” she said, crossing the room to sit on the stool he had saved for her, plopping down between him and Constance. “I’ll watch them tonight, but you’re trading me for tomorrow,” she said to her sister. “I have to . . . work.”
Constance pushed her springy blonde hair out of her eyes and arched an eyebrow at her. “You never work Monday nights.”
“Well I am tomorrow,” she said. “Trade?”
Her sister rolled her eyes. “Fine.”
After dinner, Petra retired to her corner of the living room and pinned up a threadbare sheet to hide behind, giving her a smidgeon of privacy from everyone else. It was the closest thing to a bedroom she had. She turned the crank on her musical box and let the melody drown out the noise of the playing children as she traced curlicues in the faded green and brown wallpaper, her mind occupied by Emmerich’s offer.
Someone pulled back the sheet, interrupting her meditation. Solomon stood over her, his shaggy black hair creased where his hat usually sat. He held a sweet roll covered in icing in his callused hand. “Thought you might want one. Constance brought them.”
“Thanks.”
She took the roll and bit through the thick icing into the soft bread.
Sol sat next to her against the wall. “Tough day?”
“How did you know?”
“I always know,” he said softly, nudging her with his elbow. “So? What happened?”
Petra swallowed another bite of sweet roll and shrugged. “Got in a fight with Tolly, almost got my wages docked, and I turned down a chance to work with a Guild engineer. You?”
“A Guildie?”
She nodded.
“What did he want?”
“He offered me work—engineering work. Five quid a month to help him redesign a ticker, but . . .”
“But what?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know.”
Sol wrapped his arm around her shoulders, and she leaned against him, breathing in his familiar coaly scent. “If some rich bloke offered me money to perform with a troupe in London, I wouldn’t hesitate for a second,” he said, hugging her. “This is your chance to do what you love. Take it.”
“It’s not the same, Sol.”
“Why not?”
“What if I take the offer and regret it? What if I fail? What if all I prove is that I’m as stupid and worthless as they think I am?”
“Then refuse it,” he said. “Give up your dream of becoming an engineer and work in the pawnshop for the rest of your life, making your twenty pence a week.” He sighed. “Petra, don’t give this up because of a little doubt. You know you’re the best engineer this side of the city. Why not show everyone else that? What’s the worst that could happen if you accept?”
She shrugged. “I won’t be recognized for my work. The Guild will still refuse to accept me as an engineer. I’ll go back to being a shop girl, and nothing will change.”
“So what do you have to lose? Say it does work out. What then? What if accepting this job is your chance to be a Guild engineer?”
Petra thought about it, envisioning herself working in the University workshops, building something spectacular, something that would change the world forever. She would be a celebrated engineer, famous for her contributions to the Guild, for her innovations in clockwork mechanics. And Emmerich Goss was there, helping her work out the designs, calculating figures at her request, building prototypes with her. She had him to thank for it. He insisted she take credit for her contributions to the automaton design, and with his help, she proved to the Guild that she was as good a ticker engineer as any, if not better.
She smiled.
Sol hugged her close. “You can’t let this go, Petra. Even if it doesn’t work out, you have to at least try. Do it for yourself. Show them that Petra Wade is not just some shop girl from the fourth quadrant. Give yourself that chance. You deserve it.”
“If you say so.” She rested her head on his shoulder and breathed in the smell of soot and burning coal baked into his clothes. “Thanks, Sol,” she whispered.
He kissed her on the forehead. “Anytime, you lovely girl.”



 
Chapter 3
PETRA PACED BACK and forth in front of the pawnshop, the final rays of sunlight fading from the evening sky as night set. The gas lamps along the street hissed and sputtered to life, each glass lantern flaring in a bright explosion of flame before settling on a tame glow, giving light to the darkening street. She paused and checked her pocket watch—nearly nine o’clock. Emmerich should not be long now.
She glanced up the street, wondering if he would even show. She had spent all of the night before thinking over his offer, considering her answer, if the risk of failure, the risk of humiliation, was worth the chance to prove herself. She wanted to hope for the best, to believe that everything she ever wanted would come true, but her doubts kept her feet firmly on the ground. She doubted Emmerich’s sincerity. She doubted herself, her ability to help him.
Most of all, she doubted that her efforts would actually be rewarded. The unfortunate truth still remained—girls couldn’t be engineers, not for the Guild, not for the University. She feared that if she did help Emmerich Goss, the praise for the automaton would all go to him, and there she would be, his forgotten assistant, the girl who did nothing more than follow orders and stayed out of the way when she wasn’t needed. At least, once it was all over, she would have the money she needed to make an honest go at becoming a student at the University, even if she had to do it in disguise.
“Miss Wade?”
Petra turned, finding Emmerich Goss looking comfortable in a shirt and trousers, his hands in his pockets and the top buttons of his shirt undone. She envied him his attire, her in her skirts and form-fitting corset, her work apron tied neatly around her waist. What she would give to be wearing trousers.
“Mr. Goss,” she said politely.
“Please . . . call me Emmerich. There’s no need to be so formal with me.” He hesitated. “Did you think about my offer?”
She worried at the stem of her pocket watch. “I did.”
“And did you come to a decision?”
She swallowed thickly, her determined resolve slipping away. All the reasoning, all the measured weighing of pros and cons seemed to vanish, and she was certain that if he asked it of her in that moment, she would agree to build a hundred thousand automatons for him and not give a care whether she was acknowledged by the Guild or not, but she could not be so careless with her future. She tightly gripped her hand around her pocket watch and raised her chin, reminding herself of her ambitions.
“I’ll do it,” she said. “I’ll help you.”
His face broke into a wide grin.
“If you agree to my conditions.”
“Anything,” he said, still smiling.
“I want weekly pay.”
“Done.”
“And I want credit.”
Emmerich started to reply, but stopped himself. He pressed his lips together in a firm line and narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean by ‘credit’?”
Petra stood a little straighter. “When you present the finished automaton, my name will be on the designs. You’ll give me proper recognition for the work I’ve done.”
“I see,” he said, absentmindedly scratching his jaw.
“Those are my terms,” she said. “Agree, or I won’t help.”
He lowered his hand and stared at her. “You’d just walk away?”
She nodded, her heart pounding in her throat. If he refused, if he decided she wasn’t worth the trouble—
“All right.” He stuck out his hand. “I accept.”
“I have your word?”
“As a proper gentleman.”
Petra hesitantly grasped his hand and shook, hoping she wouldn’t regret it.
“Now then,” said Emmerich, withdrawing his hand. “Would you like to see it—the automaton?”
She couldn’t help the beaming smile that spread across her face. “More than anything.”
EMMERICH LED HER up the street to the University, the tops of its brass towers gleaming silver in the pale starlight. At the height of the eastern tower, the observatory sparkled far above the city, an iridescent globe to rival the moon. Ahead, electric light flooded the University square, spilling out of the open doorway and down the polished steps, shining with a radiance far brighter than the pale yellow light of the flickering gas lamps of the streets.
As Petra and Emmerich neared the University steps, embarrassment crept back into the pit of her stomach at the memory of her last encounter here, burning her with the desire to turn and run, but Emmerich’s strong arm guided her safely up the stairs, through the open brass doors, and into the building. Beneath her feet, the floor vibrated with the rhythm of the subcity, but the smell of gasoline and paraffin was less pronounced now, with the workshop nearly empty. Only a handful of students still lingered around the cluttered drafting tables and workbenches, and they seemed to be gathering their things to retire for the night.
“Are you sure it’s all right, you bringing me here?” she asked, eyeing the departing engineers. She felt so out of place in her skirt and shop apron, her long hair braided over her shoulder and tied with a satin ribbon.
“It’s fine, Petra.”
She bristled at the familiar use of her first name, the way he said it as if they were old friends, as if there was some tenderness between them, but she said nothing of it.
Emmerich turned toward the workshop, now empty of engineers. The in-progress tickers sat quietly on their tables, half finished, with missing gears, belts, and bolts. As she and Emmerich passed one table—covered in incomplete gear trains, a long cylindrical brush, and a brass shell—she stole a peek at the design. From the engineer’s scribbles, she deduced the completed machine was a motorized carpet sweeper of sorts. Another set of papers theorized a perpetual motion machine, and one section of the workshop held a modified bicycle skeleton with a bulky combustion engine attached, similar to the steam rickshaws in the city.
“Where is your work space?” she asked, searching the workshop for his automaton.
“Downstairs,” said Emmerich. “Until the Guild approves the final design, I have to work in the student workshops.”
He led her to the back of the main workshop and down two flights of stairs. The oscillations of the subcity beat like a thousand drums behind the walls, only drowned out by the occasional hiss of steam.
Emmerich’s work space was in the far corner of the workshop, opposite the stairwell, his desk recognizable by the brass-plated automaton sitting atop it. Petra still marveled at its design—a perfectly miniature humanoid shape, crafted with a loving attention to aesthetic detail in the curvature of its plating, the perfect overlap of joints and plates, the inner mechanisms hidden beneath the polished brass. Emmerich leaned against the table beside her, and the automaton whirred to life in front of her eyes.
Petra examined its exterior as it pressed its spindly arms against the surface of the table and stood. Emmerich never touched the thing. “How are you doing that?” she asked.
He only grinned, his hands behind his back. The automaton swept into an elaborate bow.
She frowned at him. “Now you’re just showing off.”
But as the machine straightened, she noticed that the plating around its head rattled and the joints at its hips and knees vibrated far more than they should have. A vent at its back spouted a burst of steam, and the gears within groaned and juddered.
The automaton stalled and fell face-first onto the desk. Petra placed her hand on its back and felt the clicking of the off-kilter gear train. Water leaked from its legs, spreading across the desk and wetting a stack of papers.
Emmerich sighed heavily and tossed a small brass box onto his desk. “Now you see why I need your help.” He ran both hands though his hair and locked his fingers behind his head. “The control works—which was all I really aimed for in the beginning—but as you can see,” he said, gesturing to the fallen automaton, “the thing can hardly do more than walk.” He dropped into his chair and slid down into a slump, kneading his forehead. “There isn’t enough power to translate to what the Guild wants.” He shook his head and ran his fingers through his disheveled hair until it nearly stood on end. “I don’t know what to do.”
Petra reached across the desk and grabbed the small brass box, turning it over in her hand. Several spring-loaded, sliding buttons decorated the front, each one sporting a number of raised dots in unique patterns. “What’s this?” she asked.
“My wireless control apparatus,” said Emmerich, crossing his arms. “That was what I was working on, what I dedicated the last year of my workshop hours to.” He scoffed. “Not this blasted thing the Guild wants me to build.”
“How does it work?” she asked, fiddling with the buttons. Deep within the automaton, the gearbox groaned and ratcheted, and the automaton shuddered as another burst of steam vented from its back.
“Here. I’ll show you.” Emmerich’s chair creaked, and then he was standing next to her, leaning over her shoulder. “I transmit a signal to the automaton by adjusting these sliders.” His fingers slid over hers, demonstrating the movement, and her heart jumped into her throat at his touch. “The box emits a pulse,” he continued, gesturing to the antenna at the top, “and depending on the frequency and intensity of that transmission, I can control the automaton. Each position on the slider emits a specific frequency, which corresponds with an action. When the automaton receives the signal via electromagnetic waves, a switch activates within the gearbox, dictating the action the automaton takes.”
She surrendered the box and drew away. “Electromagnetics?”
Emmerich nodded. “The apparatus design was based on a combination of electromagnetic induction and telegraphy. The idea is to transmit signals without connective wiring, which would revolutionize communications between machines.” He grinned. “And it works. It actually works. I mean, the theory was sound, but I wasn’t sure I’d be able to pull it off.” He shook his head. “Unfortunately, it only works at close range. The farther away I am from the automaton, the more distorted the signal becomes, and if the control-box battery is less than three-quarters charged, the signal is too weak. It won’t transmit.”
Emmerich pried the casing off the back of the transmitter, revealing a spiral copper wire joined to a condenser and battery. Several coated wires were connected through the circuit, corresponding with the sliders. He detached the battery and placed it on the desk.
“The batteries within the automaton can only supply power to a limited number of mechanisms, and they don’t stay charged nearly long enough. My first problem is finding a way to power the automaton without relying on batteries or hydraulics. I considered employing a combustion engine, as it would deliver plenty of power, but for what the Guild wants, the sheer weight and size of the motor . . .” He sighed. “It just wouldn’t work.” He turned to face her. “What do you think?”
Petra sat down in Emmerich’s chair, wiping the sweat from her neck; the room was beyond sweltering. Possible designs whirled through her head: combustion systems, steam boilers and hydraulics—both were too unsteady, too volatile. Electric power had only recently been adopted, still not wholly tested or experimented upon beyond the most rudimentary of technology, such as lights and telegraphy. But clockwork . . . It would take an intricate design, but she was confident she could rebuild the automaton with clockwork alone. However, the control apparatus posed a problem; if Emmerich wanted to maintain wireless connectivity between the apparatus and the machine, the automaton needed electricity to pick up the signal and drive the switch. Electromagnetics was too intangible a science for her. She needed things to touch and hold. But if Emmerich could design the accompanying electric system, they could then figure out how to fit it all together.
“Well?” said Emmerich.
Petra stared at the automaton, drumming her fingers on the desk. Something still nagged at her, a persistent doubt that refused to go away, present since Emmerich had first asked for her help. She chewed on her lip, struggling for the words. She wanted to believe she could work on the automaton with him, that she could help him make it better, and that once she did, the Guild would recognize her as a talented engineer. But in her heart, she still feared it was too good to be true.
“Emmerich,” she said slowly, turning her gaze from the automaton to its engineer. He stared back at her with a pensive expression. She inhaled a deep breath and dove into it. Best to get the truth out now, before she dug herself too deep. “Do you really expect me to believe that the Guild will approve me to work on the automaton? And tell me the truth.”
“Petra—”
“Have you, or haven’t you, talked to the Guild about me helping you with the automaton?”
His gaze, for once, diverted away. “No,” he said quietly, avoiding her eyes.
She shook her head and sighed. “I knew it,” she muttered. “I don’t know why I believed you, why I dared to think that—” She pressed her lips together. “Never mind. It doesn’t matter.” She wheeled away, taking a few steps toward the stairs. She had put all her hopes into an engineer she didn’t even know, on his word that he needed her help, that she might finally attain the recognition she deserved. The corners of her eyes stung, but she did not cry. She refused to cry over something so stupid.
“Petra, wait.” Emmerich approached her, placing his hand on her shoulder. “Look, I’m sorry I lied to you, but I thought if I told you the truth, you would refuse to help.”
“And the money? Was that a lie too?”
“No,” he said. “I swear to you, I have every intention of paying you—five pounds a month, as promised—for as long as the project takes.”
She turned around. “How?” she demanded. “If the Guild doesn’t approve—”
“The Guild doesn’t have to know.”
Petra frowned. “What do you mean?”
“It’s . . . complicated. Look, I know you have no reason to trust me on this, but—”
“Then give me a reason to trust you.” She stared into his copper-brown eyes, and for the first time since she had met him, Emmerich Goss faltered. The intensity of his eyes waned in that moment—a flicker of sadness and defeat. “If you want my help,” she continued more gently, “be honest with me. You owe me that much.”
Emmerich ran his fingers through his hair then leaned against his desk, crossing his arms. “The truth . . .” He released a heavy sigh. “Very well. You want to know why I asked for your help? I’ll tell you, but what I say cannot leave this room, understand?”
Petra nodded slowly.
“The automaton project is highly confidential, the modified design known only to a select number of engineers within the Guild, myself included, and even I do not know the full extent of what the Guild plans to do with the finished machine. We all have our part to play. Mine is to design the control system and the basic design, power system included. If any one of us was found or captured and interrogated by the Guild’s competitors, we would be unable to deliver the full spectrum of its new design. The council swore us to secrecy on the knowledge we possess of the automaton.” He shifted uncomfortably. “If the Guild came to know I acquired outside help, I would be marked . . .” He took a deep breath. “I would be marked for treason against the Guild, perhaps even the city itself.”
Petra blinked. Treason? The automaton project could not be so important, and if it was, Emmerich had no business dragging her into it. She frowned. “If the automaton is confidential, why were you strutting down Medlock with it?”
“Everyone knew of the automaton prototype. It was my thesis project for the University. I wasn’t a Guild engineer then, only a student. I never even intended to use it to apply to the Guild, but then my father pressured me into presenting it, and here we are.”
“But why ask me to help? Why not ask someone in the Guild, or another student?”
He placed his hands on her shoulders. “I want your help.”
Petra shrugged him away.
“Please,” said Emmerich. “At least consider. I know you already said that you would do it, that you would help, but in light of this, I will not hold you to that. I was not truthful with you, and that isn’t fair. You didn’t ask to be dragged into this.”
She regarded him carefully, his eyes shining with sincerity. She could see that he was telling her the truth, but if they must work in secret, that meant her hopes of becoming a Guild engineer were next to impossible, buried beneath an oath of secrecy and the risk of being accused of treason. She chewed on her lip, torn between accepting the proposal despite the risks or walking away from her one opportunity to work for the Guild. “If I did still agree, you wouldn’t be able to acknowledge my involvement on the automaton, would you? My name won’t be on the designs or the final presentation.”
“No,” he said hoarsely. “I’m sorry, but I cannot—not officially.”
“Officially,” she repeated. Petra scoffed and shook her head. At this rate she would never join the Guild, never become a proper engineer.
She should have expected as much.
Pulling her pocket watch from her skirt pocket, she checked the time—nearly ten o’clock. “It’s getting late,” she said, not sure why it mattered. No one was expecting her home tonight. “I should go.”
“Wait.” Emmerich stepped forward. “I want to show you something . . .” He trailed off with a frown, his eyes focused intently on her face—there was guilt there, she saw, and something else. He cleared his throat. “ . . . before you leave.”
They climbed the stairs to the main floor and entered the lobby, the dark night casting a shadow beyond the front entrance. Emmerich led her to the lift and gestured for her to step inside.
“Where are we going?” she asked.
He smiled warmly. “You’ll see.”
She entered the lift and turned in a circle as she examined all the exposed gears and belts, pulleys, linkages, and electric wires, forgetting her disappointment, forgetting her worries and her doubts. Emmerich followed her in, the curved glass door of the lift closing behind him.
Buttons decorated a freestanding podium at the back of the lift, each one seeming to correspond with a floor in the east tower. There was a large lever on one side of the podium; Emmerich produced a key and slid it into a locking mechanism on the other side. Petra heard a distinct click within, and then, above the lift chamber, the drive motor whirred. Emmerich pressed a button labeled with an ornate O at the top right of the panel and pulled a knob at the bottom. The gearbox within the drive motor shifted, and a white bulb above the podium ignited.
“Ready?” He placed both hands on the large lever.
Petra nodded, and he put all of his weight into pulling the lever back. The whirring of the drive motor slowed for a moment, and with a loud click, the driveshaft locked. She held her breath. The spring-loaded lever snapped back to its original position, and the lift slowly rose above the lobby floor.
Petra’s heartbeat quickened, the steady hum of machinery whirring beneath her feet, vibrating through her bones. She could not help but smile, the gears spinning in perfect, deliberate harmony—a sound fashioned by the hands of a skilled engineer. This was why she wanted to be a part of the Guild, why she tried so hard to prove herself; she wanted to build things that sang, machines so expertly designed that they never faltered, so innovative that she changed the very motions of the world.
She wanted to build the future.
The last chink of light from the lobby disappeared, and the gearbox above their heads shifted again, spinning into a violent whir.
“You might want to hold on.”
Petra grabbed the lift railing and Emmerich followed suit.
The lift shot upward.
Her weight sank to the floor, gravity welling at her ankles as the lift rocketed past floor after floor, ascending at a speed she could never have imagined. Before she could stop herself, she was laughing. Emmerich smiled at her, his copper eyes flickering in the fleeting light of each floor they passed.
As she grew accustomed to the strange gravity of the lift, she carefully edged toward him, and the rocking floor threw her into the railing.
“This is fantastic!” she yelled.
He smiled down at her. “Hold on.” His voice was nearly lost in the racket of the rattling lift.
Petra gripped the railing again. She didn’t hear the gearbox shift—the sudden change to a slower speed caught her by surprise. Her momentum carried her upward a few inches, and for a brief moment she felt completely weightless. She eased back to the floor as the lift clattered up more slowly.
Emmerich stepped away from the rail and pressed the knob back into the panel, and a moment later, pale moonlight flooded the lift. A series of clicks and gear stalls brought them to a halt, and when he retrieved his key from the podium, the curved glass door swiveled open. Then he led Petra into the empty observatory.
“You can see the entire city from here,” he said, guiding her to the edge of the deck.
From the observatory, the city was a collection of pipes, steam, and smoke. She could see the port outside the city walls, ships drifting silently in the harbor, and the vast, dark ocean spreading outward from the island. If it were day, she knew she might have seen the coast of southern Wales just miles away. Instead, the night plunged everything in darkness, save the gas lamps flickering along the streets below.
Emmerich seated himself on a stool attached to one of the enormous observatory telescopes. “Take a look at this,” he said, aiming the instrument up toward the sickle-shaped moon.
As Petra neared the telescope, he withdrew from the eyepiece and stepped down to help her onto the stool. His firm grip held her steady as she climbed the narrow footholds, letting go the moment she settled into the chair. The small of her back tingled from the absence of his warm hand, but she kept a straight face, dismissing the familiar touch as nothing more than concern for her safety, to keep her from tripping over her skirts and slipping from the pedestal. She cleared her throat and leaned forward to peer through the scope, pressing her eye into the eyepiece.
The moon filled her sight, a brilliant, white crescent suspended in the sky. She gasped, able to see distinct shapes on its silvery surface, cosmic pockmarks—the gentle curves of the larger craters, the fierce starbursts of tiny asteroidal impacts—visible even in the darkness of the shadowed side of the moon. “It’s beautiful,” she whispered.
“Isn’t it?”
She abandoned the telescope and eyed the tiny moon high above, seeming as far out of reach as her dream of ever becoming a Guild engineer. She released her breath with a heavy sigh.
“Is something wrong?” asked Emmerich.
“All I ever wanted was to be a part of the Guild, to be an engineer the world remembered.” She stared out the curved glass of the observatory, the whole of the city laid out below her. “And then you came along. You offered me everything—and yet I feel I’d be a fool to accept.”
Emmerich maintained the silence for a moment, both of them caught in the stillness of the night. Finally, he spoke. “I meant what I said. If you no longer wish to help me, I understand. It wasn’t fair of me to promise you things that I could not give, and I am sorry for that.”
Petra said nothing, weighing the events of the night in her mind. One truth spoke louder than the rest, pulsing through her with every beat of her heart: this was where she belonged—here, in the University. She knew it to the very core of her being. It was the only place in the world she truly felt at home, among all the brass and electric light, the smell of grease and gasoline, the sounds of whirring gears and spinning belts and rocking levers singing the song of every engineer that had come before.
This was her future, her legacy.
All she had to do was prove herself.
“You offered me time to reconsider,” she said, her eyes on the distant moon. Her heartbeat quickened. “Well, I’ve made my decision.” She inhaled a deep breath, her skin prickling with goose bumps as her hands trembled in her lap. “I’ll do it.”
“You will?” Emmerich stared at her, lips parted. “I thought—”
“I can have a preliminary design for the new power system finished for you within a week, if that is acceptable.”
His face brightened and he smiled crookedly. “You’ll help me?”
She couldn’t help but smile in return. “I said I would, didn’t I?”



 
Chapter 4
THE BELL OVER the front door of the pawnshop tinkled, and a customer came in, carrying what looked like a busted mantel clock. He shuffled across the store and placed the clock on the counter.
“What happened here?” asked Mr. Stricket.
“Missus knocked it down cleaning. Can you fix it?”
Mr. Stricket flipped the magnifying glass over his spectacles and lifted his screwdriver pouch from his breast pocket. “Petra, my dear, could you come here for a moment?” He carefully removed the movement—the hefty block of metal that housed all the gears, pinions, and springs—and handed it to her. “Take a look and see what needs replacing.”
Petra took the instrument into the workroom and dismantled the main components, assessing the damage. The air brake had come loose, and the pawl that held the mainspring tight had snapped cleanly in two. Otherwise, the clock was relatively fine. She fit everything back together, tightening the brake and replacing the pawl with a spare one, before returning the piece back to the front counter.
“It should be working now,” she said, handing the movement back to Mr. Stricket. “None of the gears were bent, nor the pinions that I could tell. I went ahead and reconnected the air brake and replaced the main pawl. I didn’t check the mainspring, but the barrel looks undamaged, so other than expected wear, the clock should be in working order.”
“Let’s have a look, then, shall we?” Mr. Stricket retrieved a handful of winding keys from the top drawer of his desk, picking though each one before finally settling on a tarnished silver key with a half-circle insert. He fit the key to the movement and wound the mainspring; it began ticking immediately. “Well, there you are,” he said to the customer with a smile. “Fully repaired.”
“How much?”
Mr. Stricket punched a few numbers through the calculating machine. “For the cost of the parts, evaluation, and repair . . .” The machine printed a stub of sums. “That’ll be six shillings.”
The man fished the money out of his pocket and handed it over, taking the mantel clock into his arms. “Thanks, Mr. Stricket.”
“Any time.”
Once the customer had gone, Mr. Stricket grabbed a stack of letters sitting at the edge of the counter and thumbed through the envelopes. “I have to run to the post to mail off these parts orders. Think you can handle the shop for half an hour?”
“Of course,” said Petra.
After he left the pawnshop, Petra returned to her tiny work space in the storage room. She removed a document box from the shelf next to the door and retrieved her automaton designs. Sitting on the floor, she propped herself against the wall and examined her schematics. She had drawn little in the last three days, only a rough sketch of the automaton’s central mechanism and an outline of the arm cam.
When Emmerich had recruited her, she imagined she would have no problem crafting the perfect automaton, one that would impress him—and the Guild. But now, instead, she stared at half-imagined designs, wondering where to begin. She knew what parts the ticker required, what functions it needed to be able to perform, and the basic layout, yet, every time she sat down to work, she blanked. And she couldn’t afford to delay much longer. Emmerich was expecting the designs by the end of the week.
Petra stared down at the collection of pages again and shuffled the arm cam and central mechanism to the back of the stack. Deciding to start from the bottom up, she drew the pencil across the paper, sketching the legs. In order to keep the leg mechanisms contained within the plating, the tension cables she planned to use would need to be fixed to guides along the frame, but then there was the matter of maintaining constant tension.
She tapped the edge of her pencil against the pad of paper. Weights would be useless if the automaton was in any position other than upright. They could employ pistonlike sliders within the thigh cavity—the motion would sufficiently drive the cables—but once the legs were bent, the cables would leave too much slack. A complex pulley system attached to the slider might hold the tension, but the power needed to move the sliders quickly and maintain tension would take a lot of energy, and a complex guidance system. The loss of power between the mainspring, gear trains, cam, and sliders needed to be as minimal as possible. And she had to make sure the sliders could withstand the pressure of all four cam patterns, keeping in mind that the cable tension would need to undergo constant adjustment as the machine switched between each specific action, and—
Petra dropped the pages into her lap. To build everything properly, the automaton would have to be at least six feet tall and half as broad, if not larger—which would, of course, require even more power. The barrel for each mainspring would need to be the size of a small cask to run the contraption. She had never worked on anything larger than a grandfather clock, and nothing nearly as complicated. If she and Emmerich managed it, what a beauty it would be! A ticker that complex and powerful would revolutionize engineering. People from all over the world would come to see it, to learn how it worked.
The doorbell clanged again, and Petra jumped, the automaton design falling from her lap and skittering across the floor.
“Just a moment!”
She gathered the automaton designs and shoved them back into the document box, haphazardly setting it on a stool before dashing out of the storage room. A man stood in the center of the shop.
“I’m afraid Mr. Stricket’s gone out,” she said, smoothing her skirts. “But you’re welcome to wait until he gets back. He shouldn’t be long.”
The man moved silently to the back of the shop and fixed Petra with a curious stare. “I’m looking for someone to fix me watch,” he said, laying a pocket watch on the counter. “Think you can look it over?” He propped his elbow up and leaned in, the reek of mothballs on his worn jacket and a noticeable shadow of stubble on his chin.
A bit unnerved by the way the customer seemed to be studying her, Petra picked up the watch and turned it over in her hand. It was an old watch. The silver plating was tarnished, and the metal beneath had already begun to rust. She wound the winding stem but nothing happened. The hands stood still. “When was the last time the watch was brought in for maintenance?”
“Don’t know. Can you fix it?”
“Mr. Stricket can have a look at it when he returns. I’m sure he’ll be back shortly.”
“How long you been working for this Stricket fellow?” the man asked, leaning against the counter. “Know much about clocks, do you?”
Petra narrowed her eyes. “I suppose . . .” she said slowly.
The back door to the alley opened and shut with a bang, and before Petra could blink, the man grabbed the watch, crossed the shop, and stepped through the front door without so much as a sound.
“Odd.” She shook her head and turned toward the storage room, running squarely into Tolly’s chest.
“What’s odd?” he asked, holding her steady.
“Hello, Tolly.” Why he always used the back entrance, she never understood. She quickly brushed him away. “Weird customer is all.”
“Oh yeah? Where’s Mr. Stricket?”
“At the post.”
He hopped onto the counter and patted the spot beside him. “Then take a break. You’ve been slaving away all day.”
Petra glanced at the box sitting precariously atop the stool in the storage room. She couldn’t afford not to work on the automaton designs. “That’s all right,” she said. “I have some things I need to do, so—”
“I haven’t seen much of you in the last few days.”
She shrugged. “I’ve been busy.”
“With what? What’s so important that you can’t spare a bit of time for me?”
Petra scowled at him. He would only laugh at her if she told him about the automaton designs—not that she could. “It’s nothing that would interest you.”
“Well it isn’t going to keep you busy on Saturday, is it?”
That was her next meeting with Emmerich. “Yes, as a matter of fact. It will.”
“All day?”
“Well, no, but—”
“Excellent.” He reached into his coat pocket. “I wanted to give you this a few days ago, but you were being a bit snappish, so I decided to wait.” He withdrew a folded handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to her. “Open it up.”
Frowning at Tolly, Petra carefully unfolded the cloth. Two small spools of silk ribbon sat in the handkerchief, one a pearlescent white and the other a dark rich blue.
“I thought they might look nice when you braid your hair,” he said.
“They’re lovely, Tolly.”
“You can wear them Saturday, to the theater,” he said grinning.
“The theater?”
“A libretto opens this weekend in the second quadrant, at that fancy French place you’re always on about, the mechanical one. I thought you might like to go, you know—the two of us.”
“Oh.”
“Well?”
She couldn’t miss her meeting with Emmerich, but she couldn’t tell Tolly what she was up to either. “What time?”
“Three o’clock, according to the tickets I already bought.”
Petra frowned. He was trying to bully her into going, just like he always did when he wanted something. But a three o’clock showing left no time in the evening to work on the automaton design with Emmerich. “I can’t.”
“Oh come on, Pet. It’ll be fun.”
“I said I can’t, Tolly. I’m sorry.”
His smile vanished. “Can’t—or won’t?”
She sighed. “It’s not like that.”
“Don’t think I haven’t noticed—you’ve been avoiding me. You haven’t played cards with us in months. Every time I ask you to go somewhere, you decline, and when I try to talk to you, you ignore me or tell me to bugger off.”
“I told you,” she said, “I’ve been busy.”
“With what?”
She bit her lip.
“It’s something to do with that stupid University, isn’t it?” His eyes burned with anger. “Ever since you got it in your head to attend that infernal school, you’ve changed. You’re different now.”
“When have I ever wanted anything else?”
“It was just a dream, Petra—a stupid childhood fantasy. You know you can never be an engineer for the Guild. Why do you keep trying?”
“Because someday I’ll design tickers that will change the world. You’ll see.”
“Do you honestly believe that? Listen to yourself,” he scoffed. “It’s time you understand something about the world: no man wants to marry a woman with grease under her nails—or bed her, for that matter. Women are good for two things only, and messing about with machines isn’t one of them. The sooner you figure that out, the better off you’ll be.” He wheeled around and stormed through the storage room, knocking Petra’s automaton designs down from the stool. As the papers scattered across the floor, he paused and nudged one aside with his foot, tilting his head to examine the mechanical sketches. He snatched up the leg design and glanced back at her. “You’re not a little girl anymore, Pet,” he said, ripping the paper into fourths. “It’s time you grew up and accepted your place in this world—starting now.” He thrust the scraps toward her, and they fluttered to the floor.
Petra’s heart burned in her chest, her hands clenched tightly at her sides. The rush of blood in her ears drowned all sound as her eyes darted across the room, looking for the nearest thing to throw. Nothing was heavy or large enough. Tolly grabbed the door handle, and her shoulders tensed, every muscle in her body bristling. She felt the weight of her pocket watch hanging from her belt, and without thinking, she detached it from its chain and hurled it at Tolly’s head.
The door slammed behind him, and her pocket watch shattered against it.
MR. STRICKET FOUND Petra slumped against the back door, the pieces of her broken pocket watch clutched in her trembling hands. He knelt in front of her, his feeble fingers delicately brushing the matted hair from her eyes. “Petra, whatever is the matter?”
She looked up, still seething over her argument with Tolly. In the calmest tone she could manage, she told Mr. Stricket she was fine, but anger rattled her voice. She squeezed her eyes shut and sucked in a deep breath, but when she exhaled, she felt no better. Tolly was still an intolerable ass.
“What’s this here?” asked Mr. Stricket, prying Petra’s fingers away from the pocket watch.
Petra couldn’t muster the words to respond.
Mr. Stricket took the broken watch into his spindly hands. “Let’s see what the damage is.” He carried the pieces into the back room and spread them out on the worktable. After a few minutes he called for Petra.
She climbed to her feet and entered the workroom, thankful for something to take her mind off Tolly.
“Where did you get this?” he asked, gesturing to the broken watch.
She shrugged. “I’ve always had it.” The watch had been on her person when Matron Wade took her in all those years ago, along with a screwdriver and a half-eaten slice of crumb cake, the legacy of whatever life she’d left behind.
“The craftsmanship is the most artistic, complex clockwork engineering I have seen in all my years,” Mr. Stricket said. “Whoever made this watch was a master clockwork engineer. The gear makeup is phenomenal, and two mainsprings . . . I’d have never thought of it.”
Petra blinked. “Two mainsprings?”
Mr. Stricket drew her in. “See here, the double barrel? One mainspring drives the gears, but it also winds the second mainspring as it uncoils, diverting a small amount of power to a secondary system, all without jeopardizing the integrity of the timepiece. Once the first mainspring has expended its energy, the gears shift, using the second mainspring to power the watch, in the meantime tightening the first mainspring again.”
“Powering the watch in tandem,” she said, pulling up a chair.
“Yes! Now, there is a bit of energy loss between the two mainsprings over time, which is expected, but the carrier of the watch only has to tighten the primary mainspring with the winding stem, no more complicated than your standard single-mainspring watch.”
Two mainsprings. When the idea first came to her, Petra had thought it would revolutionize ticker engineering, but someone had already thought of it—and had gone so far as to build a functional model. All this time, she had been carrying it around in her pocket. The possibilities of such a system . . . If her pocket watch could run off two mainsprings, that meant the technology worked. It wasn’t just possible, wasn’t just a theory. It actually worked. She could design the automaton to use a similar design.
“Mr. Stricket, would you mind if I spent the rest of the afternoon putting it back together?”
“Not at all,” he said, patting her arm. “Take all the time you need.”
Mr. Stricket left her at the worktable, and she examined the broken watch. The glass covering the clock face had cracked into three pieces, and the minute hand had come loose, swinging back and forth like a pendulum. She cringed at the thought of the damage inside, and her anger at Tolly quickly turned into bitterness and self-loathing. She should not have thrown her watch, no matter how angry she had been. It was stupid and rash, and she hated Tolly all the more for being such an insufferable prat.
She rubbed her forehead and glanced at the back casing of the watch, sitting beside the rest of the scattered pieces. The cursive inscription glared back at her, caught in the overhead light. She pulled the gilt disk closer and read the engraving: for Petra, my love.
An ache filled her chest and her eyes burned. It had been so long since she last opened the case, the questions buried within the watch still unanswered. Who wrote the inscription? Where were they now? She was no closer to finding out than when she first opened the watch and found the inscription all those years ago. She recalled Vice-Chancellor Lyndon’s face when he had looked at the watch, and she wondered if maybe he knew.
With a heavy sigh, she set the pieces down on the table and leaned back in the chair. Whoever gave her the watch was long gone. They had abandoned her, and she had since tried not to care about whatever—or whoever—she left behind the day Matron found her. The past didn’t matter; it couldn’t change the future or affect the present. Only she could do that—here, and now. Whatever she earned in life, it would be hers and hers alone. She didn’t need to rely on things like parents or a home or money. She’d build her own future.
Petra fetched her automaton designs from the storage room floor, and as she picked up the torn leg schematics, anger swelled again within her chest. The pages trembled in her hands. Tolly truly believed she could never be an engineer. He didn’t believe in her. No one did.
Only Emmerich.
She placed the pages on the table next to the broken pocket watch and dropped into the chair. With the innards of the timepiece splayed across the tabletop, she poised her pencil above the paper and sketched the automaton’s main power source. Mr. Stricket was right. Whoever had constructed the pocket watch was a master clockwork engineer, the sort of person she aspired to be. Perhaps the same person had been the one to give her the watch, the one who etched their love inside. The only clue was in the decorative C on the case, and she had yet to figure out what the letter meant.
Concentrating on transcribing the design, Petra didn’t notice the time. Not until Mr. Stricket interrupted her at twenty minutes past four did she finally stop working.
He tapped on the door to the workroom and peered in. “Have you made any progress?”
She flipped the automaton design over and traded her pencil for a screwdriver. The watch was in more pieces than when she had started, but luckily, she’d only lost a few pinions and three minuscule gears when the watch crashed against the door. Those she could easily replace with the spare watch parts from the shop.
“I thought I’d take it apart to see just how it worked,” she said. “It’s unlike any watch I’ve ever seen. The design is magnificent.”
“And I see you’re studying it well,” he said with a chuckle. He shuffled across the room and fetched a small flat box from one of the shelves. “You can keep the parts in here and repair the watch when we have our after-hours meetings.”
“Thank you.” Petra brushed the many pieces into the box and pushed it aside. Picking up the now-empty watch case, she turned it over in her hand and examined the exterior. The glass would need to be replaced and the hinge straightened, but she would have it back to rights eventually. She rubbed her finger across the C, recalling again the way Vice-Chancellor Lyndon looked at it, as if he had seen it before.
“Mr. Stricket,” she called.
He peered around the door. “Yes, my dear?”
“Do you know what this stands for?” She brought him into the light and handed him the pocket watch casing.
He ran his index finger along the C and adjusted his glasses. “I’ve not seen a watch with this particular ornamentation before. It certainly wasn’t mass-manufactured.” He drew back his chair and sat down, flipping all three magnifying lenses over his spectacles. He tilted the watch into the light. “Yes . . . tailor made, and by a skilled hand. Fine attention to detail.” He turned the case over. “And real gold, not just gilded brass—at least eighteen-carat by my eye.” Lowering the watch onto the table, he flipped the magnifying lenses away from his glasses and tapped the front of the casing. “This ornamentation does seem familiar, though I can’t recall where I might have seen it before.”
Petra visibly deflated.
“I am sorry, my dear,” he said, patting her on the arm. “Old age does odd things to the memory. It will probably come to me in the middle of the night, when I least expect.” He smiled warmly.
“Well, if you do remember, let me know.”
“Of course.”
Mr. Stricket returned to the storefront, and Petra folded the automaton designs and stuffed them into her apron pocket. It pained her to leave the pocket watch behind, but it was no good to her broken.
“See you tomorrow,” she said, waving goodbye as she stepped through the door, intending to head home.
Tolly stood at the bottom of the steps, his arms across his chest.
Petra faltered for a moment, but rather than let him think he had upset her, she raised her chin and marched past.
He grabbed her by the arm. “Petra, I wanted to apologize.”
“Good,” she said, pushing his hand away. “You ought to.”
He studied her for a moment. “Are we all right?”
Her nostrils flared. “All right?” She landed a punch on his arm. “You ass!”
He threw his hands up defensively. “I’m sorry, okay? What else do you want me to say?”
She reared back again, but her fist fell limply to her side.
Tolly rubbed his arm. “God, Petra, you charley-horsed me.”
“Good,” she snapped. “I hope it bruises.” He deserved as much.
She left him standing there, still rubbing his arm.
“Think about Saturday evening, okay?” he called out.
Petra waved goodbye without responding and kept walking, pulling her automaton designs from her apron. She grinned. There wasn’t anything to think about.
She already had plans.



 
Chapter 5
AS SOON AS her shift ended that Saturday afternoon, Petra headed to Pemberton Square in the first quadrant, her and Emmerich’s agreed meeting place. When she arrived, she sat down on a bench in front of the bank and stretched her legs, basking in the afternoon sun.
The last two days were a blur.
She had spent every spare moment finishing the automaton design, sneaking trips into the storage room during her shifts at the pawnshop, scribbling notes under the dinner table, and working by candlelight as she sketched through the night. She hadn’t slept properly in days.
She pulled the designs from her pocket and flipped through the pages. She hoped Emmerich would like them. For her to spend hours on the sketches and have them rejected . . . she wasn’t sure she could handle it.
“Miss Wade?”
She looked up, and a reflection of the sun from the windows above blinded her. “Emmerich?” She shielded her eyes and recognized his wide grin. She sprang up from the bench and stuffed the sketches into her pocket. “You’re early.”
“Did you finish the designs?” he asked.
She nodded. “I hope you approve. I didn’t draw the linkages to exact form, only the basic frames and equations, but I thought you’d be interested in the power source that I came up with, a double—”
He pressed a finger to his lips. “Not here. We’ll discuss the details in the workshop.” He offered his arm, and once her hand was settled in the crook of his elbow, he led her across the square. “We should have the floor to ourselves today, but just to be safe, I thought it best we err on the side of caution. I’ve stored a change of clothes in my desk. I thought perhaps if you hid your hair, you might pass as a student. I know it isn’t very proper for a girl to wear trousers, but—”
“I don’t mind,” she said brightly.
When they came to the center of the city, Emmerich led Petra north, up the road between the school and the second quadrant, instead of to the University front entrance. The street was wide enough to have a footpath alongside the blackened brick, a commodity mostly absent from the streets of the fourth quadrant.
The University gleamed to their right, a monumental display of brass pipes and steam grates. To their left, the Regency-style buildings of the second quadrant stretched high above, balconies and bay windows looming overhead. A jolt of jealousy gripped Petra as she realized that Emmerich lived somewhere among those grandiose suites with his family, while she lived in a one-bedroom flat with a dozen others and barely a corner to call her own. She would bet he had his own bedroom—a four-poster bed, an armoire, and perhaps even his own toilet.
They came to Delaney Road, the main thoroughfare through the second quadrant. Steam-powered rickshaws wheeled up and down the road, spurting great puffs of steam and smoke as they darted in and out of the web of streets. The street bustled with shoppers, ladies in silk and satin fluttering behind their lace fans at the few top-hatted gentlemen posturing outside the shops. Stacked atop the ground level department stores and sprawling restaurants, the lofty levels above housed a number of specialty shops and cafés—chocolatiers, silversmiths, and milliners, even an apothecary and a florist. Elegant porticoes and painted windows overlooked the length of the street, whitewashed catwalks acting as metal footpaths for the bustling horde of finely dressed shoppers visiting the upper levels.
As the two of them passed by, the trolley-lift bell rang and the pedestrians in the center of the street cleared a path. Suspended by cables, an empty row of plush chairs descended from the aboveground trolley and landed in the middle of the road. Three women and two gentlemen climbed aboard, feeding coins into the automatic ticket dispenser before taking their seats.
Petra would give almost anything to be one of them. Ever since she was a girl, she had wanted to ride the Delaney trolley—a marvel of engineering—but she never had a reason to. The finery of Delaney Road was not for the likes of her.
Once the trolley passengers belted themselves in, the conductor flipped the controls, activating the drive motor. The row of seats rose from the street and rejoined the rest of the trolley car, where several beams locked it into place. Then the trolley-lift engines rumbled and the locomotive rolled along the rails a few hundred feet before shifting gears and shooting up seven floors.
Petra and Emmerich passed beyond Delaney, and he gestured ahead, toward the northern wall of the city. “There is a service tunnel ahead that leads to the lower student workshops,” he said. “It’s the best way for us to get in during work hours without notice.”
Near the end of the street, Emmerich pulled her into an alcove between two sizable ducts. Petra’s boots clanked against metal as they stepped onto a venting grate and warm steam billowed around them, dampening the hem of her skirt.
Emmerich crouched beneath one of the ducts and opened a panel set in the ground, revealing the service shaft to the subcity. He held his hand toward Petra. “Let me help you down.”
She gripped his outstretched hand and stepped down into the service shaft. The sweltering heat of the subcity enveloped her as she descended the ladder, the tap of her shoes sending tinny echoes down the passageway. Beneath her, the deafening noise of the subcity machines drowned out all other sound. She reached the end of the service shaft and hopped down from the ladder, the clang of her feet on the metal floor unheard amidst the heavy thrum and violent hiss of the subcity.
Pipes lined the low-ceilinged corridor, snaking in all directions, and as the tunnel went on, the floor fell away to more service shafts, leading to the utmost depths of the city. Petra itched to delve deeper and explore the engines that drove the University. Somewhere below, this stretch of subcity housed the University’s power hub, an unrivaled array of boilers and engines, powering the whole third quadrant above. Under the fourth quadrant, the subcity retained only an echo of the machineries, but it was a beautiful sight—pipes, valves, and gauges neatly organized against walls and columns, leaving an open space of easily navigated platforms and spectacular views of gargantuan gear trains and engine control decks. Here, the subcity was compact and cramped.
Emmerich touched her lightly on the shoulder. “Follow me.”
He led her through the service tunnel, navigating the maze of pipe-laden passageways with ease. Petra followed, beads of sweat sliding down the side of her face and collecting in the collar of her blouse. She tried memorizing the path, but after the eleventh junction she gave up. How Emmerich had discovered his way through without losing himself forever in the bowels of the subcity, she couldn’t guess.
They came to the end of a narrow tunnel, and Emmerich offered his hand. “This may be a bit tricky.”
A collection of vertical pipes stood before them like swaying trees, unconnected to ceiling or floor. The only means of stepping through the pipes was an uneven line of couplings, fixed with narrow footholds for the service engineers.
Petra was unafraid of heights—she had stood at the edge of the observatory deck without fear—but with the dark, gaping maw beneath her, a pit of unknown depths . . . She shuddered. The pipes stretched for eternity, disappearing into infernal blackness. Her stomach clenched and she stepped backward into the safety of the tunnel, dragging herself away from the edge.
Emmerich stepped onto the first foothold without hesitation. “It’s not far, and it’s steadier than it looks,” he said, holding out his hand again.
Petra shut her eyes, steeling her nerves. She knew if she didn’t muster the courage to cross soon, she never would. Besides, if Emmerich could do it, so could she. She inhaled a deep breath and took his hand.
She placed her foot on the first coupling, clinging to Emmerich’s hand as she steadied herself against the nearest pipe. The metal vibrated beneath her fingers.
“What are these pipes for?” she asked, paralyzed. Her voice trembled as much as the pipe.
“Water mostly,” he said. “Some are drainage pipes, and others push water to the tanks on the top level. Don’t worry,” he added calmly, squeezing her hand. “It’ll soon pass.”
Finally, the pipe settled, and they moved slowly forward, Petra tightly gripping his hand as he talked her calmly from coupling to coupling. The pipes swayed with each step. “Just a few more steps, Petra, and we’ll be in the workshop.”
There was a rumbling below, and the pipe she stood on began to tremble. Petra squeezed Emmerich’s hand.
“Just hold on and wait for it to pass,” he said.
She gripped his hand tighter as the water rushed through the pipe. The vibrations shook her entire body, and her foot slid a quarter of an inch across the narrow foothold. If she waited any longer, she’d fall. She had no way to brace herself, no way to reposition her foot. She hurriedly stepped across the gap to the next pipe, but as she moved between them, the pipe that held her weight quivered violently and her toes slipped from the edge.
For a moment weightlessness seized her.
She reached toward Emmerich instinctively, and his hand caught her by the wrist. Her sweaty fingers clung to his arm, and she swung across the empty void, slamming into a coupling as she struggled to hold on. A sharp pain stung her hip, but she was no longer falling.
Emmerich held her by the arm with both hands, straddling the gap between two pipes. The muscles in his arms strained as she dangled beneath him.
She gripped his wrists, her heart thundering in her ears. “Can you pull me up?”
He nodded. Sweat slid down his forehead and dripped off the tip of his nose, landing on Petra’s cheek. With a deep breath, he lifted her a few inches. She stretched her leg toward the nearest coupling, trying not to think of how heavily gravity pulled at her. If either of them slipped, if Emmerich let go . . . She swallowed the tightness in her throat, concentrating on reaching the pipe. If she could secure her weight on the joint, she could easily climb back up to the footholds with his help.
The darkness below reached for her, beckoning her downward, daring her to fall. She eased her leg upward, but as her knee grazed the coupling, the folded automaton designs started to slip out of her pocket. Panicking, she dropped her left hand and grabbed the schematics before they could fall. Emmerich’s grip tightened around her wrist as he strained to lift her, but her weight was too much. He hunched over again, lowering her out of reach of the coupling.
With nowhere else to stash the designs, Petra unbuttoned the top three buttons of her blouse, dangling precariously by one arm.
“What are you doing?” asked Emmerich, hastily glancing away.
“The automaton designs.” She delicately removed the schematics and her screwdriver from her apron pocket and stuffed them down the front of her shirt and into her corset. Once they were safely tucked away, she grabbed onto Emmerich’s arm again. “Okay,” she said. “Pull me up. I’m ready this time.”
Grunting with the effort, he lifted her a second time, higher than before. She raised her foot to the coupling and with Emmerich’s help climbed up to the next foothold. She braced herself against one of the pipes and stood, wiping the sweat from her face and hands with the hem of her apron. She started to tremble, shaking uncontrollably as a cold fatigue stole over her. Her head spun and she felt herself sway, but Emmerich’s grip remained steady on her wrist.
“Just a bit farther now,” he said softly. He gently took her trembling hands and positioned her arms around his neck, then laid his hands on her waist, pulling her close. She was intimately aware of how near she was to him, hardly a breath apart. “Hold onto me,” he whispered, looking into her eyes. “And watch your step.”
She nodded and let him guide her the rest of the way, clinging to him as she sought the couplings with her feet. One step at a time they neared the other side of the swaying pipes, and when they finally reached the end and met the awaiting ledge, Emmerich tightened his hold on her waist and lifted her bodily onto the precipice. Once her feet touched the floor, he gently released her, and she backed into the safe stability of the wall, heart still pounding.
“Are you all right?” He followed her onto the ledge and lifted a hand to her face as if to brush her hair from her eyes, but then hesitated.
Petra’s cheeks flushed. She must look a wreck, all sweaty and bruised. She raised a shaking hand to tuck her hair aside and chuckled nervously, glancing away. “I’m starting to think that this might be more dangerous than it’s worth.”
Emmerich dropped his hand and fiddled with the edge of his pocket, frowning. “Do tell me you are unhurt.” She heard the worry in his voice. “I should not have brought you this way. I didn’t think—”
“I’m all right,” she said, her heart thudding heavily in her chest. “A little bruised maybe, but otherwise I’m fine.”
“You’re sure?”
She forced a feeble smile to her lips and nodded, still trembling. “Yes.”
Emmerich pressed his lips into a firm line. “Can you wait here while I fetch your change of clothes? I’ll be just a moment.”
She nodded again, shrinking against the wall farthest from the swaying pipes as he ventured through the grate, leaving her alone in the dark, deafening tranquility of the subcity. She sucked in a deep breath and collected herself, trying not to think of what might have happened if she hadn’t been able to hold on.
Just a minute later Emmerich returned with the bundle of clothes.
“Here you are,” he said, handing her the shirt and trousers. “The workshop is empty, but as a precaution, you should still change. When you have, meet me at my desk. I’ll wait for you there.” He hesitated, tentatively laying a hand on her shoulder. “Are you sure you’re all right? I hate to think—”
“I’m fine, Emmerich. Really. And I’ll be better the sooner I can get dressed and start working—so go. I won’t take long.”
Petra watched as he stepped through the grate and disappeared into the workshop once more. When he was safely out of sight, she undressed, piling her clothes into a neatly folded stack. Once her corset was removed, she peeled the automaton sketches from her chest and placed the damp pages next to her things. The pencil sketches blurred together with sweat, and the pages had turned translucent with moisture. She would have to be careful not to tear the paper when she unfolded the designs.
She should have drawn copies.
If she had failed to keep the schematics from slipping out of her pocket and lost them to oblivion, she doubted she could have reconstructed the automaton from memory, not without the aid of her pocket watch.
Petra picked through the bundle of clothes Emmerich had brought and dressed, pulling the shirt over her sweaty underclothes. The shirt smelled like him, scents of engine oil and polished metal, with a hint of perfumed soap in the fibers. She buttoned the cuffs and rolled the sleeves to her elbows, reveling in the freedom of a man’s shirt—no corset or lace edges to pester her. She then belted the trousers around her waist and folded the hems back to keep them from bunching at her ankles.
Twisting her hair into Emmerich’s cap, she regarded her reflection in the nearest brass pipe. Her pointed-toe oxfords ruined the masculine effect of the baggy clothes, but as long as no one saw the shoes, she could pass as a student. Better than wearing Solomon’s sooty, worn clothes anyway. Satisfied, she put the screwdriver in her trouser pocket, picked up her garments and the automaton designs, and shimmied through the grate.
Emmerich stood over his desk, scribbling notes onto a pad of paper. The automaton prototype sat beneath the desk, propped against a crate.
“Where should I put these?” She held out her pile of clothes and blushed when she realized the corset was on top, but Emmerich didn’t seem to notice.
He tapped his foot against a drawer and crossed out the last three lines of notes. Petra opened the bottom desk drawer and found a mismatch of items—a spare shirt streaked with grease, a Jules Verne novel, a few spanners, and a roller bearing. She placed a piece of paper on top of Emmerich’s things and set her clothes in the drawer. Matron would kill her if she got grease on her good blouse.
Emmerich tore the page from his notebook, crumpled it into a ball, and tossed it in the trash bin. With his shoulders squared, he breathed deeply and flexed his fingers against the desk. “The Guild wants the proposal on the newly designed automaton on Monday, and I still have nothing to show them. I have no idea where to begin.”
“Why don’t we start with what I have?” Petra sat down and arranged the automaton designs atop the desk, careful not to tear the damp pages.
Emmerich ran his fingers through his hair and sat down, scooting his chair close to Petra and resting his arm on the back of her chair. He examined the sketches for the leg mechanisms first. “What’s this here?” he asked, pointing to an expanded view of the cable guidance system.
“I thought combining a cable pulley on the ankle joints with the linkage in the hip would provide for the smoothest walking pattern,” she explained.
He scratched his chin and nodded. “But what about rotation at the hip when the automaton turns?” He pressed his pencil to the paper, leaving a graphite dot.
“The crank linkage spins around a rotating frame here,” she said, pointing to the central shaft in the leg cavity, “providing two-hundred-and-seventy degree motion. When the automaton receives the signal to turn, the frame will rotate and lock into a new train. With the specifications you gave me, the automaton will have four gear train systems within its lower body—one each for walking, running, turning, and crouching. If properly fitted, the automaton should be able to switch between each gear train and execute the next command in a matter of seconds.”
Emmerich reclined and ran his thumb across the stubble along his jaw. “What of the power system?”
Petra eagerly reached for the drawings of the automaton’s back and laid them in front of him. He leaned forward and examined the double mainspring schematics.
“How does this work?” he asked, gesturing to the complicated diagrams.
She explained how the mainsprings alternated, powering the automaton in tandem while winding the resting mainspring in the process.
“And when the mainspring is expended, it just switches to the other mainspring?”
“Yes.”
He scratched his brow with the pencil. “Does it work?”
“It should. I modeled the design after my pocket watch, but I have yet to put the theory into practice on such a large scale. The mechanics are the same—just larger.” She had no doubt it would work.
“We cannot depend on theories, Petra.”
“You said it yourself—the automaton needs a reliable source of nonelectric power. Why not clockwork?”
Emmerich sifted through the designs. “But designs and theories can only carry us so far. I need something tangible, something I can show the Guild.”
“Says the man practiced in electromagnetics.” Petra sat back in her chair and nudged the automaton prototype with her foot. “You asked for my help—this is what I have. It will work.”
“But how do I prove that to the Guild?” He placed the pencil behind his ear and leaned back in his chair with a sigh. “Look at it from their perspective, Petra. Of all the experts in clockwork engineering over the past century, not one of them has ever postulated the theory of a double mainspring.”
“And what?” She crossed her arms over her chest. “You think it won’t work because I thought of it?”
Emmerich shrugged. “I’m not saying that. Only . . . this is so far beyond anything I’ve ever seen, and I work with the best engineers in the world.”
“It’s not my fault you lot are a load of bumbling idiots with screwdrivers.” That made him frown, but she went on. “Just because I don’t have a degree from some fancy institution doesn’t mean my engineering isn’t just as good as yours. Just because you have the experience and schooling doesn’t make you any better than me. I’m not some stupid, frippery-obsessed female. I may be a girl, but I’m an engineer—and a damn good one.”
“I never said you weren’t,” said Emmerich. He scratched the back of his neck and sighed. “But you must understand my skepticism. This project will determine my future as an engineer. I cannot afford to make a mistake.”
She chewed on her lip. “I wouldn’t have proposed the design if I didn’t think it would work.”
“I know,” he said gently, massaging his forehead. “I don’t mean to offend you. It’s just—there’s a lot at stake here.” He lifted the designs off the desk and peered at the central power mechanism again. “But if you can prove that this design is functional, if we can show the Guild that this actually works, this design could revolutionize clockwork mechanics. Forget the automaton. Think about what we could achieve—the practical applications alone . . .” He shook his head, setting the designs down. “I want to believe you, I do. But until I see it with my own eyes, I don’t feel comfortable signing off on an untested design. You understand that, don’t you? I just want to be sure.”
Petra nodded, hating herself for being the reason her watch was in pieces and not in her pocket. If she hadn’t been so stupid, she could have shown him right then that the science was possible. “What of the rest of the design?” she asked, pointing to the other pages. “What do you think?”
Emmerich slid the double mainspring schematics across the desk and peered at the rest of her sketches. He rubbed his thumb along the line of his jaw, studying her equations and diagrams. “You did this all your own?”
She nodded.
“Where did you learn to design like this?”
“I learned the basics from Mr. Stricket when I was little. The rest, I taught myself.”
“You are a wonder,” he said softly, poring over the sketches. “Petra, there are graduating students—even University professors—who couldn’t hold a match to your talent. This is Guild-level science.”
She felt the heat rise in her cheeks. “Well, a lot of good it does me,” she said, clearing her throat. “The Guild will never let me join, and without a certificate of endorsement and the financial backing of the Guild, I can’t practice high-level engineering. I can never be anything more than a shop assistant,” she finished grimly.
Emmerich regarded her carefully, a comfortable silence falling between them. “Petra,” he said slowly. “I know I said we must work in secret and that your involvement on the project couldn’t be known, but I swear to you now: I will do whatever I can to help you earn a place within in the Guild. You belong here.”
The soft sincerity in his voice startled her. “You mean that?”
“If anyone belongs here, it’s you,” he said, his copper eyes blazing.
Petra glanced away from his intense gaze and bowed her head. “Thank you,” she said quietly, wringing her hands in her lap. She didn’t know what else to say.
They spent the next several hours copying the schematics to lined pages, annotating the drawings with measurements and figures, calculating the dimensions with tedious accuracy. A single mathematical error could ruin the integrity of the entire design.
Emmerich signed his name at the bottom of every page. Petra knew she could not openly display her name next to his, but she still left a mark. She penciled her initials in the designs themselves, positioning the letters so that if Emmerich found them and tried to erase them, he would have to erase an integral part of the design. Perhaps it was childish of her, but she didn’t care.
They left the designs for the center of the automaton’s chest blank. Emmerich still did not trust that the double mainspring would work, but Petra promised him the next time they met, she would have proof.
When they finished copying the sketches, she stretched back in her chair and yawned. With no windows in the lower workshops, she had no idea how much time had passed.
“It’s almost midnight,” said Emmerich, checking the clock on a nearby desk.
A shot of adrenaline jolted her chest. Matron would kill her. She hadn’t meant to stay out so late.
“If you collect your things, I can escort you home,” he said. “We can leave through the main entrance this time. Wearing my clothes, you can pass as a student if anyone happens to notice you, though we are unlikely to meet anyone at this late an hour.”
He offered her a knapsack to put her clothes in, and she fetched her garments from the bottom drawer of Emmerich’s desk.
As they turned down the lights in the workshop, he dipped his hand into his pocket. “I nearly forgot.” He handed Petra a single pound note and a handful of shillings. “Your first week’s wages, Miss Wade.”
She grinned. She had done it.
Petra Wade was officially a paid engineer.



 
Chapter 6
PETRA SPENT THE next few days repairing her pocket watch in the brief moments between sweeping, filing parts orders, and avoiding Tolly, who suddenly remembered he had a job. When he wasn’t breathing down her neck or giving her things to do, she closed herself up in the workroom, fixing the watch and transcribing the double mainspring to fit the needs of the automaton. Two days had passed since Emmerich submitted the written proposal. Once the Guild approved the project, Emmerich would need to supply the completed schematics, which meant she had very little time to convince him that the double mainspring design would work.
She had nearly finished sketching the automaton’s chest cavity when Tolly knocked on the door.
“Petra, I need you to sort last month’s stubs.”
She folded the designs. “Just a minute.” She replaced the movement within her pocket watch, adjusted the face hands, and snapped the back panel into place, once again hiding the inscription away. With a deep breath, she wound the mainspring and crossed her fingers, hoping she hadn’t reassembled the watch incorrectly—she’d never repaired a watch so complex—but when she released the winding stem, the watch ticked perfectly, a brassy echo of gears and ratchets clicking forward precisely one second at a time.
Petra opened the office door and stepped into the storage room. Tolly was gone, a box of paperwork in her path. She picked it up and shuffled through the mess of unsorted pawn stubs, a scowl forming on her lips. It would take the rest of her shift to go through them. The bell above the shop door tinkled, and she set the box on a low table, resigned to spend the rest of the day sorting pawn stubs and taking inventory. There was a brief exchange between Tolly and the new customer, and then Tolly raised his voice.
“Yeah? And who the bloody hell are you?”
“Just a friend,” the customer replied. Emmerich. “Is she here?”
“As if I’d bloody well tell you.”
Petra stepped around the corner and leaned against the doorway, trying to hide her smile. “Is that any way to speak to a customer, Tolly?”
Tolly sat behind the counter, arms crossed. He glared at her, his eyebrows fused together. “He says he’s come to see you.”
“And so what if he has?” she said, leaving the storage room and turning toward Emmerich with a simple curtsey. “What a pleasant surprise, Mr. Goss.”
Emmerich smiled broadly at the sight of her and inclined his head. “Miss Wade.”
She squeezed between the stacks of broken tickers to meet him, but Tolly propped his feet against the boxes, blocking her path.
“Your shift isn’t over for another two hours.”
She scowled and roughly shoved his legs aside, nearly knocking him into the floor. “I’ll only be a minute.” She marched past him and met Emmerich on the other side of the counter. “Best we talk outside.”
Emmerich followed her out the front door to the landing, where they stood and enjoyed a passing breeze, the crisp, salty air lifting the stagnant humidity of the muggy street. The low streets of the fourth quadrant were often in a state of constant dampness—if not from rain, then from the steam blasts used to keep the air clear of smog—but every rare once in a while the wind off the sea breezed into the quadrant, freshening the air.
“The Guild accepted the proposal,” said Emmerich, leaning against the railing with a frown.
“You don’t sound too enthusiastic about it.”
“They moved the deadline—it’s four months from now.”
“What? Why?”
“I don’t know.” He pressed his lips together in a firm line.
“But that gives us hardly any time to build, much less to test and make adjustments. They can’t expect a workable prototype in so short a time.”
“Clearly, they do.” He closed his eyes and rubbed his hand over his brow. “We’ll need to supply the parts order as soon as possible. Can you come to the workshop tonight?”
Mercifully, it was her night off. She nodded.
Emmerich relaxed. “I know it’s short notice, but it will go quicker if you’re there to help—and the sooner we send in the orders, the sooner we can get started.”
“Not a problem,” she said.
He grinned his lopsided smile, and Petra found herself smiling back. It had been a dull few days without seeing him around. But the moment was short-lived. Mr. Monfore appeared up the street, his massive frame bouncing in rhythm with his steps. If he were to see Emmerich loitering about the shop again, detaining her from her work, he might strangle one of them—likely her.
“You should go,” she said, stepping away from the railing. “I need to finish my shift.”
“Meet you right after?”
She nodded, heading toward the door. “Sure. Now, I really must—”
Emmerich shamelessly grasped her fingers, effectively startling her into silence, and planted a delicate kiss on the back of her hand. “Until then, Miss Wade.” With a crooked smile on his face, he turned down the stairs and walked down the street.
Petra watched him go, rubbing her hand where his lips hand touched the skin. When she slipped back into the shop, she was thankful he left before seeing the scarlet flush of her cheeks.
She slowly shut the door behind her, and Tolly haphazardly landed in his chair, a look of forced disinterest upon his face.
“You spied on me,” she said, her throat unusually thick.
Tolly shrugged, not admitting to anything, but she knew he must have seen the kiss.
The kiss. She bit her lip to stop from giggling.
The bell above the door tinkled behind her, and Mr. Monfore stepped in, stomping dirt and soot from his shoes. Petra couldn’t muster the trouble to be annoyed. She plucked the broom from its usual spot behind the door and absentmindedly swept the dusty mess, unable to keep her mind from wandering to Emmerich.
When her shift ended, she escaped to the back room, and after closing the door behind her, changed into a spare set of Solomon’s clothes. His fit her better than Emmerich’s, even if they were a bit worn and soot-stained. She tucked her change of clothes into the knapsack she had borrowed and then peered into the front room. She could hear Tolly and his father arguing at the counter.
“I’ll be off now,” she called.
The men’s conversation paused, but neither of them answered her. Just as well. Petra picked up her things and crept out the back door. Stepping into the narrow alleyway between the pawnshop and an abandoned bail bonds building, she tucked her hair into her hat to complete her masculine disguise and then made for the University.
HUDDLED OVER THE automaton designs, Petra and Emmerich drew up the extensive parts order for the machine. They could forge most of the custom pieces on-site, but for speed and efficiency, they would divide the workload between manufacturers and send for the more common pieces to be made in the Guild factories located on the mainland. While Emmerich summed up the cost of materials, Petra pushed her shoes against the edge of the desk and reclined, balancing on the back legs of her chair.
A few students still lingered in the workshop, too consumed by their own projects to bother Emmerich. She understood the disinterest. Give an engineer a project, and the rest of the world fell by the wayside.
“You will fall doing that,” said Emmerich.
Petra leaned forward, slamming the chair to the floor, and he chuckled softly. She checked her pocket watch—nearly six o’clock. Her absence from dinner would probably go unnoticed, and if Matron did notice, Solomon would cover for her. She needed to come up with a good excuse for being out so late, something that didn’t involve being out alone with a boy until the late hours of the night. With the deadline just four months away, she’d have to spend nearly every evening helping Emmerich finish the automaton.
Petra snapped the watch shut and moved to slip it back into her pocket, but Emmerich’s hand suddenly closed over hers. A shiver ran up the length of her arm.
“You fixed it,” he said, carefully prying open her fingers to examine the watch.
She swallowed thickly and nodded, trying not to think of the warmth of his skin or the gentleness of his touch. “Just today.”
Relinquishing her hold on the watch, she let Emmerich carry it into the light. Her heart pounded in a discordant rhythm, making it hard to breathe. Why did she let him have such an effect on her? The intensity in the way he spoke to her, the way he touched her so intimately, as if . . . She shook her head, clearing the thoughts from her mind. She refused to let herself be so affected; she wasn’t some fainting damsel trying to win his affections—she was his colleague, his partner.
Frowning, she stabilized her leaping pulse with steady breaths and looked on as Emmerich examined the watch. She half expected him to take it apart, to study the double mainspring she had worked so hard to convince him would work for the automaton, but it seemed the watch had enchanted him. He rubbed his thumb across the intricate C that decorated the front of the case, a curious smile on his lips.
“I’ve seen a watch like this before.”
Everything stilled. The ticking of the pocket watch beat like a drum in the silence, the rest of the world frozen in time.
“You have?”
Emmerich nodded. “I am certain of it.”
“Where?” she demanded. “When?”
He glanced up at her with a calculating stare and offered her the watch. “It was some time ago, when I was but a child. It would have been before the fire.”
Petra’s heart thundered in her chest, a demand for answers in her throat. “The University fire?”
“Yes.”
She stared down at the watch in her trembling hands. “Do you—” Her voice cracked, and she closed her eyes, tightening her fingers around the watch. The decorative C pressed hard into her palm. “Do you remember whose it was?”
Only his silence answered her, but then he leaned forward in his chair, his voice low. “Do you truly not remember who gave it to you?”
“No,” she said quietly, shaking her head. “I don’t remember anything from before the fire.”
“But you were there that day,” he said. It wasn’t a question.
She nodded. That was where Matron Etta found her, rescued from the burning building and left crying in Matron’s arms, with only the watch and a wooden screwdriver in her pockets. Petra stared at the watch, seeing the hidden inscription in her mind, the only proof that someone somewhere had loved her.
She pried the back of the watch from the rest of the case, and the engraved brass fell into her lap. Whoever had written the inscription, whoever had given her the pocket watch, had loved her enough to forever carve their love into the casing. She yearned to feel that love again, to feel comfort, to belong. She wanted someone to hold her, someone to believe in her, to be there for her when no one else would.
She swallowed the ache in her throat.
With Emmerich, she felt that.
“Petra?” He leaned in, cupping his right hand around her face, his thumb lightly caressing the width of her cheek. “Are you all right?” he asked, his voice soft.
She blinked, and wetness splashed the tops of her cheeks. Were they tears? Lifting her eyes, she saw Emmerich staring back at her, his eyes full of concern. Her skin blossomed with warmth beneath his callused fingers, hardened by years of turning a screwdriver and fitting gears to tickers, and she fought the desire to lean into his hand, to revel in the touch of his fingers upon her cheek. Too soon, he drew away, and a cold chill settled on her skin.
“I—I am sorry,” he said, refusing to meet her eye. “I shouldn’t have— It was thoughtless of me to—” He cleared his throat. “If I have offended you—”
“No,” she said quietly, wishing he would look at her. “It’s all right, I . . .” She paused, wiping away her cooled tears. “Thank you,” she said finally. “Thank you for your concern.” Her voice sounded hollow and ungracious, but what else could she say?
She dropped her gaze and fiddled with the pocket watch in her lap. The heavy thrum of her beating heart filled her ears, and she was certain she must be blushing. “Is there—” She cleared her throat. “Is there any other work to be done tonight?”
“Work?”
She glanced up and met his confused gaze. “On the automaton?”
“Oh, right. No,” he said. “No more work tonight. We have to wait until the materials are ready before we can begin construction, and until then . . .” He shrugged.
“And when will that be?”
“Two weeks, perhaps, maybe less.”
“Is there nothing else we can do between now and then?”
“I’m afraid not,” he said.
Petra slumped in her chair. Two weeks without work. Two weeks sitting in the pawnshop dealing with Tolly and his father, Mr. Monfore. Two weeks without seeing Emmerich. Two weeks of sitting around, doing nothing.
She did not look forward to that.
Emmerich smiled, still as charmingly handsome as ever. “We’ll begin soon enough,” he said. “In the meantime, would you like me to walk you home?”
Home was the last place she wanted to be, but she nodded all the same, grateful to spend just a little more time with him, even if it was in awkward silence.
PETRA AND EMMERICH walked slowly down Medlock Cross, enjoying each other’s silent company. The sun still sat high in the summer sky despite the evening hour, and the air was sticky hot, clinging to Petra’s skin and clothes. She hated summer. There was no escape from the summer heat, nowhere cool to hide in the machine-powered city, the streets warmed by steam and exhaust. The only respite was eating shaved ice in Pemberton Square, but Petra usually didn’t have the money for such frivolous things. The thought of the cold, crunchy ice sent her mouth watering, and an idea struck her—she could afford shaved ice treats now, maybe even a flavored one.
Not yet wanting to go home, she turned toward Emmerich, “Would you like to get a shaved ice in Pemberton?”
Emmerich grinned. “If you do.”
They headed toward Andover, passing by the pawnshop, the barber, and then the pub, happening upon a group of Luddites outside. A woman stood on a crate in front of the window, shouting to the crowd beneath her. She spoke of the corruptness of the Guild, the vulgarity of machines, riling the mob until they shouted in agreement. Emmerich frowned, his arms tensing as they walked past. Petra understood his anger. The Luddites were the real wickedness of the city, not the Guild, not the University or the machines they built. They were a group of zealous radicals, anti-technologists with a history of violence against the Guild and anyone who believed that machines would pave the way to the future. It was Luddites who set fire to the University all those years ago, the reason Petra was an orphan. She glared at the woman as she and Emmerich passed.
When they reached Andover Street, Emmerich released a forceful sigh.
“I know,” she said quietly. “I hate them too.”
They walked down the street, passing through the original buildings of the fourth quadrant. The shops and houses here boasted Regency-style architecture with antique lanterns above each door, unconnected to the gas lines that lit the streetlamps on Medlock. The older buildings were not so cluttered and neglected as the rest of the fourth quadrant—their doorknobs polished and shop faces freshly painted. It was the way the whole quadrant should have been had time, disinterest, and neglect not let the rest fall to ruin. The poorer district still stood only because of the efforts of those who called it home.
At the end of Andover, properly in the first quadrant now, was Pemberton Square. The plaza was full of people, mostly families with little children. Young girls and boys sat about the fountain, eating shaved ice and soaking their sleeves in the shallow water as they filched pennies from the bottom of the pool when their parents weren’t looking. When Petra was younger, Matron had often taken her and Solomon to Pemberton for shaved ice, or to the beach for a swim. But that was before Constance and the others joined their family. Years of caring for Petra and her siblings had taken a toll on Matron, and she no longer had the means or the energy of her youth, with too many children to care for and too big a heart to admit it.
Emmerich bought their shaved ices, apple for Petra and mint for himself. They sat on a bench at the edge of the square, enjoying the cold treats.
“Petra,” he said, setting his ice aside. “If I might ask, how did you become interested in engineering?”
She glanced down at the empty paper cup in her hands and chewed on her lip. She’d never really thought about it before; that was just who she was. “I don’t know that there ever was a time that I wasn’t interested in machines. I always knew I’d be an engineer, ever since I was little . . .”
She remembered the first time she visited Mr. Stricket’s shop with Matron Etta, before he’d gone into business with Monfore. Petra had been mesmerized by the glittering clock faces and swinging pendulums and the gentle sound of ticking gears. She’d hopped up into Mr. Stricket’s lap and watched as he repaired a broken pocket watch, as if she had always belonged there. It felt like home.
She set her empty cup on the bench beside her. “I can’t explain it any more than that, only . . . when I listen to a clock ticking, when I hear the subtle whirring of a machine with all its parts in perfect synchronization, I feel it in my heart, in my bones. Being an engineer just felt . . . right.” She bowed her head and cleared her throat. “I know it sounds stupid, but it’s always been that way for me. It’s just who I am.”
Emmerich regarded her, his eyes gentle. “I don’t think it’s stupid, Petra Wade.”
She doubted that. “What made you decide to become an engineer?”
He glanced away, his copper gaze on the distant gleam of the University. “Aedificium
futurum,” he said.
“Building the future.”
He nodded. He did not need to say anything else. The Guild tenet was what first drew Petra to the dream of becoming a Guild engineer. Through science, even the most unlikely engineer could change the world.



 
Chapter 7
PETRA EXPECTED THE next two weeks to pass without sight or sound of Emmerich, but not two days went by before she found him standing outside the pawnshop after her shift ended, his hands in his pockets and a charmingly lopsided smile on his face. Nearly every other day since then, he whisked her away to fetch flavored ices in Pemberton Square as they talked about whatever happened to cross their minds—engineering mostly, the different theories and projects they had dreamed up in the years before they met.
Petra looked forward to their next outing that afternoon. She stood at the window, anxiously counting down the minutes until the end of her shift, excited to show Emmerich the vast gallery of machines beneath the fourth quadrant. He waited for her just outside the pawnshop, leaning casually against the stairs as he regarded the hazy gray sky above, his hair tousled by the breeze.
She felt a presence loom up behind her and turned to find Tolly hovering over her shoulder. She scowled. “What do you want?”
“Going out with him again, are you?” he asked, gesturing out the window.
Petra crossed her arms over her chest. “And if I am?”
“What interest is he to you, anyway?”
She rolled her eyes without reply.
Tolly hadn’t taken well to her increased visits from Emmerich, and try as she might to brush him off, he only stuck to her more fervently, like a determined leech. As if he really cared what she thought of Emmerich. It didn’t matter to him that Emmerich saw her as an equal, that they shared the same dreams, the same affinity for engineering. Nor that Emmerich challenged her intellectually, or that she genuinely enjoyed his company, both the moments of carefree conversation and the heavy debates over the latest scientific innovations. Tolly didn’t care that Emmerich breathed life into her, or that she had never been so content with the world as she was when she was with him.
No, Tolly only cared that her attentions were on someone other than him. Well, she was tired of his unwanted advances and tired of him treating her like a possession, as if he had some right to her because they’d grown up together.
“I can see who I like, you know,” she said quietly, peering out the window.
Movement across the street caught her eye, and she noticed a man in shabby clothing leaning against the barber’s window. He reminded her of the strange man with the rusted pocket watch who had visited the shop the other day. She’d almost forgotten. Between the fight with Tolly and the work with Emmerich on the automaton, the odd encounter had slipped her mind, but she was certain it was the same man.
The clocks in the shop chimed four, and Petra reached behind her waist to untie her apron and head out, but Tolly grabbed her wrist. His voice dropped to a low growl.
“You’re not bedding him, are you?”
She blanched and swiveled around to face him, her arm twisted crookedly between them. “How dare you!” She tried to wrench her arm free, but he only tightened his grip. “Let me go.”
“I’ve seen you, Pet, sneaking off to meet with him, staying out late. Don’t think I don’t see what’s going on.”
“You have no idea what you’re talking about.”
Tolly clenched his jaw, a dark fire behind his eyes. “I see the way you look at him, the way he looks at you. You’re going to get yourself hurt, Petra. In the end, you’re nothing to him. Let it go too far, and he’ll ruin you. He’ll ruin you forever. And then who will want you?”
Petra jerked her arm free and held her sore wrist, glaring at him. “I can look after myself, thanks,” she said, speaking through gritted teeth. “And I don’t need you making assumptions about what I do in my spare time.” She started toward the door but then hesitated, glancing back at him over her shoulder. “I’m not yours, Tolly. I never was.”
With one final glare, she turned away and shoved through the front door. She stumbled onto the landing, finding Emmerich waiting at the bottom of the stairs, unaware of her exchange with Tolly. She glanced at the window, and Tolly’s dark, leering eyes watched from within. She refused to let him ruin a perfectly good afternoon with Emmerich. With a deep breath, she composed herself and descended the stairs, hiding her reddened wrist behind her back.
Emmerich grinned up at her. “Would you like to go to the square again?”
“Not yet,” she said, forcing a smile. “I wanted to do something else first.”
PETRA LED EMMERICH to the south end of Medlock. The entry to the subcity beneath the fourth quadrant was not a service hatch but a narrow door in the side of an old apartment building. There was another entrance closer to the pawnshop, but a much higher chance of being seen by Guild engineers if they went that way—she had learned that from experience. But here, not many Guild-certified engineers worked below the fourth quadrant, promising them the freedom to roam the subcity unhindered.
They climbed down the brass spiral staircase and stepped onto a catwalk, suspended high over the rows of furnaces and boilers. Steam hissed through the latticework of pipes along the walls and sweat glistened on the underbellies of the boiling tubs. Below, lines of workers rhythmically thrust shovels into coal carts and fed the furnace fires, the light of the glowing coals gleaming off their soot-covered skin. The air was hot with the tang of metal.
Emmerich leaned against the rail and looked out over the vast boiler chamber. “This is a marvel.”
Petra stood next to him, resting her hands on the railing. She breathed in the cindery smell of burning coal and smiled. “This isn’t even the best part.”
“Oi!” shouted a worker from below. “You aren’t allowed down here.”
Petra peered over the edge and spied one of the under-foremen on the catwalk below. “Hello, Mr. Moss.”
“Oh, it’s you,” he said, shaking his head. “Let me get Sol.” The foreman leaned over the edge of the railing and shouted for Petra’s brother. One of the workers stopped his shoveling and peered up at the catwalks. He spotted Petra and gave a little wave. “Five minutes, Sol,” shouted the foreman. “Then back to it.”
Solomon set his shovel aside and made for the service ladder.
Emmerich shifted beside her, his hand sliding across the railing. “Who is that?”
“Oh, that’s just Solomon,” she said distractedly, staring at the narrow distance between their fingers. Her chest tightened, and she glanced away, clearing her throat. “My brother.”
Solomon climbed up to the catwalk and strode toward them, wiping his hands on his trousers. Soot rested in the creases of his clothes and clung to his sweaty skin. His bronze forearms shone beneath the char, muscled from hours of shoveling coal. He stepped forward and pulled her into a crushing hug, likely covering her one good dress in soot. “It’s good to see you,” he whispered. “I’ve missed you.”
“I know,” she said breathlessly. “I’m sorry. I’ve been busy.”
Solomon smirked. “I can see that.”
She pushed him away with a gentle shove, her cheeks burning. She cleared her throat. “Emmerich, this is my brother Solomon.”
Emmerich stepped forward, his arm grazing hers as he reached forward to shake Solomon’s hand. Her pulse leapt into her throat, and she swallowed thickly, cursing herself for being so affected by a simple touch.
Solomon hooked his thumbs around his suspenders. “So what brings you two down here?”
Petra glanced at Emmerich and felt the heat rise in her cheeks. “I wanted to show him the subcity. He’s never been to this part.”
“Well, it’s a sight worth seeing,” he said with a grin. “I’d show you around the boilers, but I should get back to work.” He nodded to Emmerich. “Sorry to run. It was nice to meet you.”
“Likewise.”
Solomon returned to the rows of boilers, and Petra grabbed Emmerich by the sleeve. “Come on,” she said, dragging him deeper into the subcity. “There’s something I want to show you.”
From the boilers, they traveled the tiers of catwalks, descending deeper into the subcity—vast chambers of enormous gear trains and spinning turbines laid out neatly below, hundreds of floor engineers, foremen, operators, and technicians attending to the chief tasks that kept the city alive and running. The droning roar of the massive machines filled the air with a deafening hum, infused with the sound of clanking pistons, the oscillating whir of spinning wheels and gears, the groan of overburdened pipes, and the gratifying hiss of steam as pressure was released.
Petra and Emmerich drifted through the discordant rhythm, passing by the busy control deck and into the very heart of the subcity—the primary engine room, the source of all power to the city. They stood over the spinning driveshaft, surveying the grandest of machines from the narrow catwalk bridge that spanned the width of the chamber. It was here, deep in the thrum of the city itself, that Petra felt truly alive, truly inspired—her sanctuary.
She rested her arms against the railing, breathing in the rich scents of coal, gasoline, and oil, the pulse of the city singing through her body. Emmerich marveled at the whirling turbine, his eyes brighter than she had ever seen them, filled with an excitement she knew well. He no doubt felt the thrum of the machines in his chest, the whir of gears in his mind, the oscillations of linkages in his bones, the hiss of steam in his lungs. Here, he was one with the machines, one with the city, connected in the same way she was. In that moment, caught up in the movement of the machines, he understood her in a way that no one else ever could. It was why she had brought him here.
Emmerich smiled to himself, inhaling a deep breath as he surveyed the machines below. The subcity was reflected in his eyes, his irises mirroring the whirring machinery with a fervid gleam. He gripped the railing and bowed his head, a preoccupied frown weighing on his brow as he stared determinedly at his hands. “I am glad to have met you, Petra,” he said quietly, his voice barely perceptible over the roar of the subcity. He exhaled a heavy sigh and glanced up at the wall of machines, a small smile on his lips. “For reasons I never expected.”
He reached across the railing and placed his hand atop hers.
Her heart fluttered at his touch, and she stared at their hands, unable to breathe. His fingertips hesitantly traced the side of her hand, as gentle and deliberate as a kiss, before finally settling around the curve of her palm. She swallowed hard, a tingle spreading up her arm.
He glanced up at her. “Petra, I . . .” He trailed off as his gaze fell to her lips, and she felt her breath catch in her throat, paralyzed by the intensity of his eyes as they roamed from her mouth to her neck to the collar of her blouse.
Indelicately, she slipped her hand from beneath his and backed away, stuffing her hand in her pocket and anxiously twisting the winding stem of her watch, her pulse leaping in her throat. Emmerich stared at the place where her hand had been, rubbing his thumb across the railing. A thrill swept through her, both terrifying and exhilarating all at once, and she felt as if she were drowning in her own heartbeat, the thrum of the subcity amplifying the sound of her pulse until she could not discern the difference between heart and machine.
Could it be that he—and she . . . ?
Petra swallowed thickly and took another step back, knocking into the railing on the other side of the catwalk. She felt the metal groan beneath her weight and heard the rail creak behind her. In a single step, Emmerich had one hand around her waist, pulling her to the center of the catwalk. He held her against him. His eyes burned, gazing at her in the same way he had marveled at the subcity machines. He lifted a hand to her face and brushed her sweaty hair to the side, and his fingers seemed to tremble against her skin—or perhaps she was the one trembling.
She searched his copper eyes, staring back at her with such intimacy. He had no right to look at her that way, no right to touch her that way. She had no right to stand in his arms, pressed against him in the heat, breathing in the saltiness of his skin. Respectable society shunned such brazen behavior. Yet, in the thrum and pulse of the subcity, society had no peering eyes, no whispers of scandal or impropriety. No one would know of their embrace.
Emmerich’s heart hammered within his chest, pressing against her with each beating pulse, until her own heart danced in rhythm with his. She could no longer ignore the growing attraction between them, the thrill of his touch, the weight of his gaze upon her. She wanted only to remain in his arms, lost in the beating rhythm of their hearts and the subcity machines. Never had she felt so alive.
Then he released her, stealing her breath and her warmth.
She could only stare at him, her chest aching as she held back the storm of emotion that rose within her. She wanted to tell him everything she felt in that moment—how vulnerable he made her feel, how his mere touch sent shivers across her skin, how desperately she wished for another embrace, for nothing but breath between them. But she could not find the words to speak.
Emmerich offered her no apology. He merely stood there with his hands clenched at his sides, avoiding her eyes. Petra swallowed her pounding heart, wondering if he did not speak out of shame, embarrassed by his display of affection toward her. Or was his silence equal to her own, bursting with words of romance and feelings he was unable to bring himself to say?
Emmerich finally looked up, his uncertainty reflected back at her. He frowned, worrying at the edge of his trouser pocket. Petra held her breath, waiting for him to speak, but still he said nothing.
“Emmerich—”
“Petra—”
They both spoke at once and then fell silent.
She wrung her hands and stepped forward, the pulse of the subcity thrumming heavily through the air, but she did not know what to say. No words seemed good enough to convey what she felt, to address what had happened between them. Her own mind was too tumultuous—insecure and hopeful and afraid and so full of yearning all at once.
“Petra, I—” He cut himself short, clearing his throat as he straightened his posture. “Thank you for bringing me here, for showing me this place,” he said. His voice sounded detached, impassive, without any of the softness of before. “It was . . . diverting.” He winced as he spoke the last word, shaking his head with a sigh.
“Yes,” she conceded, resigning herself to feigned obliviousness. She inhaled a deep breath and tried not to think of how desperately she wished to stand in his arms again. “Diverting.”
They departed the subcity in awkward silence, retreating to their usual haunt in Pemberton Square. There, she and Emmerich sat on opposite benches, sipping their flavored ices—a distraction to keep them occupied. She tried not to think about what had happened, tried not to think of how striking he now looked in the glare of the afternoon sun, or about the fleeting touches between them in the past weeks—the kiss on her hand, the moment he touched her cheek in the workshop, and most vividly, the embrace they had shared in the subcity.
It wasn’t that she didn’t want to talk about it. She needed to talk about it, needed to know what it meant, what had changed, but now that they had left the intimacy of the subcity, the situation required silence. It wasn’t proper to talk of such things—it wasn’t proper to have let them happen, either, but only she and Emmerich knew what had transpired below.
She tried to forget the look in his eyes, the feel of his hands on her waist, and she told herself that he couldn’t have entertained the same fancies she did. A man of his position could not consider such a thing, to be romantically involved with someone like her. But . . . what if he did? His face burned into her mind—the sweat upon his brow, the uncertainty in his lips, his eyes so fiery she could burn standing too long in his gaze. If only he would have said something, told her what was on his mind, what was in his heart. If only he had not stepped away.
And yet, perhaps it was best that nothing more had happened.
To pursue those feelings, to consider such a romance, would jeopardize their friendship and their partnership. They had an automaton to build, and enough was already at risk that they didn’t need to involve their hearts in the mix.
PETRA TRIED NOT to dwell on the exchange. The beat of her heart had always echoed with the ticking of a clock, and she had been content with that. She had filled the absence of family—of love and belonging—with clockwork, with gears, pinions, and springs. She needed only the constant rhythmic hum of a ticker to comfort her. But now her mainspring had broken. The gears were bent and warped. The hands of the clock had stopped.
And only Emmerich could fix her.
She tried to forget her feelings, but not a day had passed before Emmerich came to the pawnshop again, his face beaming with excitement.
“The materials arrived,” he told her when she descended the steps after her shift.
Excitement replaced the confusion of emotion within her, the thrill of soon seeing the machine come to life banishing all else from her mind.
She slipped back into the pawnshop, changed into her spare clothes, and they headed to the University.
When they came to the lobby, instead of guiding her to the student workshops below, Emmerich led her up the wide curved staircase to the upper workshops.
“They finally admitted me to the Guild workshops,” he said, guiding her through the neatly organized drafting tables, displays, and dark mahogany desks. “Most of the Guild initiates work on this floor, building whatever they think might impress the Guild council and advance them to the next level.” Emmerich led her up a spiral staircase in the corner, a locked door at the top, produced a key and entered. “I work up here.”
The second level of upper workshops looked much like the inside of an office building, with proper rooms branching from the halls, locked doors, and windowless walls.
“This is where Guild engineers build the more classified projects—like the automaton.”
He led her down the rightmost hall and unlocked one of the offices near the end. She saw his name on a plaque on the door—EMMERICH P. GOSS—and beneath it, a second plaque that read JR. FIELD ENGINEER. Petra hadn’t realized there were different sorts of engineers within the Guild. A door opposite Emmerich’s read SR. BIOMECHANICAL ENGINEER; another read only ARCHITECT.
Emmerich flipped the lights on within the office—electric, she noted—and guided her inside, closing the door behind her. The room itself was larger than she’d expected. A polished, cypress desk sat in the front corner near the door, similar to his desk in the student workshops. Beneath it sat the automaton prototype, propped against a crate.
The back of the office was a workshop. Several unlabeled crates had been stacked to the ceiling, and a shelf of small parts—pinions, minuscule gears, screws, washers, bolts, and the like—stood nearby. A miniaturized crane stuck out from the back wall, hovering over several worktables where Emmerich had already laid out the piping needed to build the automaton skeleton, as well as an assortment of saws, clamps, blowlamps, and a vast array of spanners and screwdrivers.
“Shall we begin?” he asked her.
Petra could not suppress the smile that spread across her face.
They worked for hours, sawing and bending pipes, welding joints, and bolting the frame together. She and Emmerich worked seamlessly, as if they were extensions of one another. Rarely did she have to say what tool or piece she needed next, and she knew instinctively what he needed of her with nothing more than a gesture.
By the end of the night, they had constructed the base frame for the chest and pelvis. They modeled the design as close to a human shape as possible, building two boxy, trapezoidal frames to house all the mechanisms. They planned to shape linkage rods for the legs and begin structuring the leg frames at their next meeting. With so little time until the automaton’s deadline, they had to work swiftly and efficiently. Any setbacks or delays could jeopardize the project’s completion.
As they were about to leave the Guild workshop floor, Emmerich pulled Petra aside. “There is something else I want to show you.”
He took her shamelessly by the hand, reminding her of the closeness they had shared just an afternoon ago, and he led her through a labyrinth of hallways and staircases. She barely noticed anything beyond the warmth of his fingers entwined in hers and the feel of her heart pulsing in her throat. When finally they stopped, she and Emmerich stood in a long carpeted hallway, wallpapered with a dark magenta damask pattern. Dust peppered the floor and lingered on the portrait frames that lined the walls. Brass plaques gleamed in the dim electric light.
“Not many people visit here,” said Emmerich, slowly guiding her down the hall.
Petra examined the portraits, recognizing many of the people as famous engineers and scientists who had contributed to the scientific movement over the last quarter century. Many of them had attended or taught at the University, if only for a short time. Édouard-Léon Scott de Martinville, inventor of the phonautograph; Werner Siemens, renowned innovator in electrical engineering; James Clerk Maxwell, developer of the electromagnetic theory; and Charles Babbage, designer of the difference engine. The hall was filled with portraits of inventors and innovators, all men—except one.
At the end of the passage, hanging in a gold filigree frame, was a portrait of a woman. Petra drifted to the end of the hall and read the plaque beneath the painting: LADY ADELAIDE FRANCINE CHRONIKER. 1843-1868. FOUNDER OF CHRONIKER UNIVERSITY.
The lady was phenomenally stylish for an engineer, sporting an intricate hat of feathers and silk ribbon, and a cap-sleeve bodice. Her scheming, amber eyes and soft smile suggested both cleverness and confidence.
Emmerich didn’t have to explain why he had brought her to this place. Hanging around Lady Chroniker’s neck was a pocket watch—her pocket watch—identical down to the gold-wrought C sculpted into the front casing. It was the same watch. She knew it.
“I knew her, you know,” said Emmerich, joining her at the portrait. “When I was young, my uncle often brought me here to the University. He was an engineer himself, and he and Lady Chroniker were close friends. I often sat in on their meetings as they dreamed up new machines, technologies for the generations to come. She was a brilliant woman, so full of ideas for the future. She saw so much promise in what the innovations and imaginations of young minds could offer the world.”
He slipped his hands into his pockets, regarding the painting. “She was only eighteen when she and Vice-Chancellor Lyndon founded the University. She believed in the purity of science, the beauty of it, and it was her ambition to see Chroniker City as the heart of scientific discovery and progress—and she succeeded. For the last twenty years, since the school’s founding, this city has been the heart of scientific advancement in all of Europe, perhaps even the world. The other polytechnic universities cannot hope to compare.” He exhaled a heavy sigh, looking upon the portrait with a sad smile. “But she died before she saw her vision realized.”
“What happened?”
“The University fire,” he said with a frown. “She died in the Luddite attack—her and many others, including my uncle.”
The same fire that Petra had survived.
Petra swallowed thickly, a sudden surge of emotion burning her throat. She looked into Lady Chroniker’s eyes, wishing she were still alive. She wanted to meet her, someone who might be proud of her, but more importantly, someone who understood what it was like to be a female engineer. Her gaze slipped to the pocket watch in the portrait, the same pocket watch now in Petra’s possession. Whoever she had been to this woman, whatever importance they once had for one another, she could not remember. Perhaps Lady Chroniker had been the one to give her the pocket watch. Perhaps she had been the one to inscribe her love in the casing.
A tear slid down Petra’s cheek as she felt the loss of a woman she never knew, never got the chance to know. It was unfair that she had died so young.
Petra sighed and pressed a trembling hand to the painting, tears falling in earnest now. Her fingertips brushed the oily surface, and beneath the paint and canvas, she felt the steady thrum of machines behind the wall, eerily similar to a heartbeat.



 
Chapter 8
PETRA HATED LYING, especially to Mr. Stricket.
When he asked about her plans for the evening, she could say nothing about the automaton, nothing about the Guild or the University, or Emmerich. She merely smiled and told him she had some personal things to take care of, wishing she didn’t have to keep the project secret. Tolly just rolled his eyes.
That night, she and Emmerich planned to start on the leg mechanisms, building the frames and testing the range of movement before permanently attaching the linkage apparatus to the prototype.
At the end of her shift, she changed into her spare clothes—now on permanent loan from Solomon—and bid Mr. Stricket and Tolly farewell from the back room so they wouldn’t see her wearing her brother’s clothes. Slinging her pack over her shoulder, she slipped into the alleyway through the back door and started toward the University. But then the door to the shop creaked open behind her, and she turned around to see Tolly step into the dark alley.
Petra gripped the straps of her pack and backed away. “What do you want?”
“You’re going off to meet him again, aren’t you?”
“It’s my business what I do in my spare time, Tolly, not yours.” She shook her head and started toward the street, but he grabbed her by the shoulder and whirled her around to face him.
His cold blue eyes were electric in the darkness of the alley. “Why him?” he asked, his hands clenched into fists at his sides.
“What?”
“What does he have that I don’t?” He stepped closer and raised a hand to her face, his voice softening. “What can he give you that I can’t?”
She shied away from his touch, her heart racing as she realized what he was saying, what he was asking. “Tolly . . .” she said, shaking her head. “This isn’t—you shouldn’t—”
He grabbed her chin and forced her to look at him. “Why him and not me?”
Petra bristled. She slapped his hand from her face and pressed both her hands against his chest, shoving him away, but he grabbed her by the wrists and pinned her against the wall, his grip painfully tight. She struggled against his grasp, her hat tumbling from her head and letting her braid fall free.
“I cared for you, Petra,” he said, his voice cracking as he leaned closer. “I still do.”
She gritted her teeth. “You have a funny way of showing it.”
“I thought you cared for me too,” he said. “And then some University fop catches your eye and you barely even acknowledge I exist anymore. We used to do things together. We used to talk. I used to think that maybe you and I—that we could—” He closed his eyes and exhaled sharply, his nostrils flaring. “Why did you have to change?”
Heat flushed through her body, and she wrenched her arms free of his grasp. “I didn’t change—you did!” she said, shoving him in the chest. He staggered backward, and she pushed him again, harder. “You changed. You drove us apart when you chose to be just like your father, when you decided that I was your property and not your equal, when you laughed at me and made fun of my dreams, my ambitions—that was when I turned from you, long before I ever met Emmerich.”
“You think he is any different than me—than any other man? He may pretend to care about you, but deep down he knows that you are beneath him, that he is better than you.”
“No,” she said. “You’re wrong. He is ten times the man you are.” Her skin tingled, euphoria welling up inside her. “You want to know why him and not you? Because he believes in me. He respects me. He cares about what I have to say, what I want to do with my life. He treats me like an equal and doesn’t expect anything from me in return.” Her throat tightened and her heartbeat quickened. “And you . . . You are vindictive and cruel, a spiteful, hateful man, and you are nothing compared to him.”
Tolly slapped her.
Petra stumbled backward into the wall and raised a hand to her stinging face, a burning rage swelling within her. She glared at him, every muscle in her body quivering. “Is it really any wonder why I would choose him instead of you?”
He stepped closer, and she flinched away, bracing for the next strike, but it never came. Instead, she felt his fingers graze her burning cheek. She recoiled from the touch, but he forced her to look at him, his cold blue eyes lingering on her lips.
“I’m sorry,” he said quietly. “I shouldn’t have struck you.”
Petra inhaled a shaky breath, aware of how close he stood, his breath on her face, his hand in her hair. Her skin prickled beneath his touch, and she pressed herself against the cool brick behind her. “What do you want, Tolly?”
“I want you, Petra,” he said, looking deep into her eyes. “I could give you everything—a comfortable life, a home, children.”
She blinked, a frown tightening her brow as she searched his eyes. “That’s what you don’t understand . . . I don’t want comfortable. I don’t want to sit at home all day doing needlework and watching after children. I want to build things. I want to be someone.” She swallowed thickly. “You can never give me that.”
“I could,” he said leaning closer. “If you let me.”
She felt her heart seize in her throat, paralyzed by his closeness. “Tolly—”
He forcefully pressed his lips against hers, stealing her breath from her lungs with a deep, deliberate kiss. She felt instantly numb, unable to move, unable to breathe, feeling his mouth against hers, his hands firm on her neck, cradling her head as he leaned harder into her lips. His body crushed her against the wall, and she felt her heart explode with effort, hammering against her chest with the force of a hundred pistons.
Adrenaline pumped through her veins, and her muscles tensed as she gained control of herself and wedged her arms between them. She tried shoving him away, but he was too strong, pinning her against the wall again with the full weight of his body. He wrestled her hands down even as she tried to hit him, trapping her legs as she tried to maneuver herself out from beneath him.
He drew back with a breath and said, “All you have to do is love me, Petra. Stay with me, choose me, and you will have everything I can give you, everything you could ever need.”
She struggled against his grasp but could hardly move. “No,” she said, spitting in his face.
With a growl, Tolly reared back to hit her again, but Petra was ready for it. She ducked under his hand as he swung, and his hand collided with the rough brick. As he reeled back from the wall with a snarl, she kicked him in the side of the knee and turned to run.
She only took one step toward freedom when a yank on her braid brought her crashing to the ground. The breath left her lungs as she landed hard on the cobblestones, her shoulder stinging from the impact. Tolly loomed over her, and there was a dark fire in his eyes, a look that made her heart quail.
Footsteps sounded in the alley, and suddenly a fist connected with Tolly’s jaw, knocking him cleanly to the ground. Petra took the chance to move out of the way, rolling onto her hands and knees and clambering to her feet. She plastered herself against the wall, breathing heavily as Tolly stood, gingerly touching the bloody gash in his bottom lip.
Standing between them was Emmerich, his fists clenched at his sides. He glanced at her. “Petra, are you all right? Did he—”
His question was cut short as Tolly leapt at him, landing a kick to his leg and an elbow to his ribs. Emmerich tumbled to the ground, and the two of them scuffled across the alley, a flurry of kicks and punches, curses and grunts of pain as they each landed blows. Emmerich righted himself and wiped a stream of blood from his brow before taking another blow from Tolly, knocking both of them into the street. Tolly attacked without mercy, beating Emmerich down even as he crossed his arms over his face and curled up against the onslaught, unable to fight back.
Then another man came forward, appearing out of the alley opposite the pawnshop. He grabbed Tolly by the collar and dragged him off of Emmerich. “Enough,” he said, his voice gruff and weary.
Emmerich lay in the street, his right eye swollen and blood flowing freely from his nose. Tolly looked no better. Blood dripped from a cut across his cheek, and a massive welt purpled his jaw, streaked with the blood oozing from his bottom lip. He struggled to escape the stranger’s grasp. “Let go of me,” he snarled.
The man obliged, flinging Tolly away. “Go on,” he said, shoving him back as Tolly started forward again. “You’ve done enough here. Go, before I call the bobbies on you.”
Tolly glared at the man, then gave both Emmerich and Petra a murderous look before storming away.
The stranger loped forward and helped Emmerich to his feet. “All right, son?”
Emmerich winced, holding his ribs. “Yeah,” he hissed. “I’ll be all right. Thanks.”
The stranger nodded and then disappeared back into the shadows, leaving as silently as he had arrived.
Emmerich staggered back into the alley, wincing with each breath. “Petra, are you all right?” he asked, limping toward her. He looked worse up close. Blood and grime caked his handsome face, his eye red and swollen. “Are you hurt? Tell me what happened.”
Petra just shook her head, her heart still racing.
Emmerich grimaced and leaned against the wall, catching his breath. His eyes drifted to her tender cheek, and he gently raised his fingers to her face. “Did he hurt you?”
She recoiled from his touch and pressed her hand against the side of her face where Tolly had struck her. Her skull ached beneath the tender skin, but it would do no more than bruise. “It’s nothing,” she said quietly.
“Petra . . .” Emmerich winced again. “What happened?”
“I—” She pressed her lips together. She could still feel Tolly’s hot breath on her face, his mouth pressed to hers, the feel of his hands on her neck, and his body pressed hard against her. She shuddered. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
Emmerich stared at her, concern in his eyes. “Petra, if I need to take you home, if you would rather not—”
“No,” she said firmly. “I don’t want to go home.” She couldn’t go home. She needed a distraction. She needed to take her mind off what had happened. “We should work.”
“Are you sure? You seem . . . upset.”
“Of course I’m upset!” She squeezed her eyes shut and bit down hard on her lip. Tears welled up in her eyes and an aching pressure weighed on her chest, but she refused to cry. She refused to show weakness, to be the victim, to let Tolly have the satisfaction of rattling her nerves. Inhaling a deep breath, she opened her eyes again, curling her hands into fists. “I’m fine,” she said evenly. “Really.”
Emmerich pressed his lips together in a firm line. “If you’re sure . . .”
“I am.”
He hesitantly reached out to lay his hand on her shoulder, but she drew away. She didn’t want to be touched. She didn’t want to talk. She wanted a screwdriver in her hand and a machine to build. Without another word she headed for the University.
IN EMMERICH’S WORKSHOP, they crafted the leg linkages in silence. While he tested rod shapes and angles, Petra fitted washers and turned screws and bolts, neither of them speaking. She noticed him staring at her while they worked, glancing away the moment she looked his way, but still she said nothing.
What happened in the alley was between her and Tolly, and no one could erase the things that were said or done, not even Emmerich, as well-meaning as he was. Figuring out what to do next was something she would have to work out for herself.
Without their usual playful banter and the occasional long-winded debate on efficient gear train makeup, she and Emmerich worked twice as fast, finishing both leg linkages after only four hours of silent labor. Had it been an ordinary night, they might not have finished the mechanisms until the evening was nearly spent, and though Petra’s hands ached and her fingers were sore, she did not want to end the night just yet.
Watching the hand-powered motion of the legs in full stride filled her with pride. They had yet to build the pulleys, drives, sliders, or assemble the gear trains, but the base leg frames worked flawlessly.
“We should start on the arms,” she said, fetching pieces from the crates stacked in the corner. It would be hours more before she would be too tired to work. She wanted that. She wanted to return home so drained that she’d pass out as soon as she lay down on her cot. No dreams. No time to think of what had happened that day. Just pure, solid sleep.
When she turned back to the workbench, Emmerich stood in her way, arms crossed over his chest. She stepped left to circumnavigate, but he stepped in front of her. Frowning, she stepped the other way, and he blocked her again.
“What?” she snapped.
He stepped forward, taking the things out of her arms—pipes, bolts, bearings, and scrap bits of titanium filler—carefully placing them on the floor. With her arms empty, Petra suddenly felt useless, her hands hanging limply at her sides as if they didn’t belong to her body.
Her throat began to ache, and she felt the heat of tears behind her eyes. “What are you—”
Emmerich stepped forward and wrapped his arms tightly around her shoulders, silencing her as he hugged her close to his chest. She stood still, only vaguely feeling the warmth of his body against her, as if she was trapped inside a body that wanted to be numb. He smoothed her hair, whispering words of comfort in her ear, words she would rather not hear.
Didn’t he understand? She wanted to be left alone. She needed freedom.
She twisted in Emmerich’s grasp. He was a cage, a prison of kindness and sympathy she did not want. She wanted the hurt, the confusion and betrayal seething in her chest, the hatred for Tolly, the memory of his hands on her, the poison of his words. She needed the pain.
Emmerich’s arms held her resolutely. “I won’t let you go,” he said.
His words pierced the shell around her.
The warmth of his voice melted into her skin and carved deep into her bones, creeping toward her heart like a flame. She shuddered, shaking free of the numbness and the cold.
She didn’t remember her legs giving out, but she found herself sitting in the middle of the floor, Emmerich rocking her as if she were no more than a frightened child.
Of all the terrible things in the world, of all the dreadful things that had happened to her, she had him. She wrapped her arms tightly around his waist and pressed her face into his chest, inhaling his familiar scent, filling her heart with the memory of him holding her in that moment. He rested his head on top of hers and sighed, his breath tickling her forehead.
Then a door slammed somewhere outside the office, and Emmerich bolted upright, dragging Petra to her feet.
“Someone’s coming,” he said, lunging for the light switch.
The room darkened. Petra heard voices come nearer, and footsteps.
“You are still watching him?” asked a deep, melodic voice.
Petra felt Emmerich stiffen beside her.
“As best we can. He spends a lot of time in the fourth quadrant.”
“Anything to report?”
“No, sir. He is sometimes seen in the company of a girl, but I suspect that is nothing to concern ourselves with. You know the way of young people these days . . .”
The voices faded to a low murmur as they passed out of range, but two shadows fell across the light beneath the door and did not move.
“We need to hide,” whispered Emmerich, pulling Petra to the back of the workshop.
She obediently followed him to the array of pipes along the back wall, slightly obscured by the stacks of crates. Silently, he directed her to a tiny alcove behind one of the larger pipes. She pressed against the wall, feeling movement around her, the familiar click and hum of gears and balance wheels comforting.
“Be careful not to move,” said Emmerich, stepping into the narrow recess.
Even over the sound of machinery, Petra heard the voices approach again.
“And his progress?” asked one of what now seemed several men.
“Impressive. He works harder than any of the other junior engineers, completing tasks well ahead of the timeline.”
“No delays then?”
“Not at all.”
“We were right to move his deadline,” said another voice. The others murmured in agreement.
The grating of a key inside a lock echoed through the room. Petra held her breath. The door creaked open and light flooded the room. She hoped—willed—the men would not find their hiding place.
They examined the prototype in silence.
“Does he know the true purpose of the machine?” asked one of the men.
Emmerich tensed. Petra felt the muscles in his back tighten.
“No,” said the first man, his voice smooth and melodic. “Not yet. But he will soon, and I assure you that when the time comes, he will be willing to do whatever is necessary for our plans to succeed. He is loyal to the Guild—and to me.” A moment passed. “This machine is only the beginning.”
Finally, the many pairs of feet trailed away, the light switched off, and the door banged shut.
“Continue to keep tabs on him. We must be sure of the project’s secrecy.”
Their voices and footsteps faded away until only the sound of whirring gears and rocking levers remained. Emmerich peeled away from Petra then, carefully guiding her out of the dark alcove. The room was dimly lit, illuminated only by the crack of light beneath the door.
“Who was that?” she asked.
He dropped into his desk chair, exhaling forcefully. “A few Guild members, I think,” he said, kneading his brow. “And my father.”
She blinked. “Your father?”
“He’s a member of the council, the one who petitioned for my early application to the Guild and who brought the automaton to their attention.”
Petra chewed on her lip. “Did you know he was having you followed?”
Emmerich sighed heavily. “Yes.”
“And you still risked letting me help you with the automaton?” Her voice rose an octave. “How could you be so—” Stupid, she wanted to say. Foolish. Reckless. Irresponsible.
His hand rested on her forearm, but she jerked it away.
“You said my involvement with this project could mark you for treason if we were found out, and now they’ve seen you with me.” She recalled the ragged man who had visited the shop, who had rescued Emmerich from Tolly just hours ago, all the times she had seen him in the street, just watching. She shook her head, backing away. “Emmerich, I can’t. If they find out that I’ve been helping you, that you—” Her breath caught in her throat and she couldn’t seem to breathe. “I can’t.”
He fumbled across his desktop and struck a match, the light blazing in his fingers before it dwindled to a small flame. He lit the lamp on his desk and shook the match out. The glass cover cast an eerie green glow across his face.
“Petra, it will be fine,” he said calmly. “They do not know why I spend so much time with you. They will have their assumptions, but they would never expect a girl to be any help to me. They have no reason to suspect you.”
She managed to take a deep breath. “I shouldn’t be here,” she said, her heart racing. She snatched up her watch and screwdriver, stuffing them in her pockets. “I have to go.”
Petra headed for the door, but then Emmerich’s arms caught her in a tight hold, not ungently.
“Please stay.”
“I can’t.”
She fought free of his grasp and curled her fingers around the door handle. Opening the door would mean the end of her time as an engineer, the end of her dreams, the end of her time with Emmerich. Not opening the door could mean the end of her life.
“Petra, I need you.”
She did not look at him. One glance into his eyes would destroy her resolve—those beautiful copper eyes. Her grip slackened. Her shoulders relaxed. How easy it would be to stay, to enjoy their time together while she could. Minutes ago she sat cradled in his arms, comforted by the fact that she had his friendship. Perhaps something could come of it. Perhaps social stature didn’t matter to him. Perhaps he could come to love her.
“Please,” said Emmerich, his voice like a spell against her determination.
Petra steeled herself against it. If the Guild discovered her involvement, their time together would come to an end. There would be no chance for a future. There would be no Emmerich to love. There would be no Petra.
“Goodbye, Emmerich.”
She turned the handle and fled.



 
Chapter 9
AFTER QUITTING, PETRA found she had more time than she knew what to do with. Working for Emmerich had demanded every hour she could spare. Now she sat around listlessly, nothing to do, nothing to occupy her time. Mr. Stricket couldn’t offer enough evening repair work to satisfy her. At home, she cleaned and cooked and sewed, looking after the little ones and helping Matron mend clothes, but it still wasn’t enough. Every minute she didn’t spend with her hands active, her mind drifted to Emmerich and the automaton.
She could not shake him. He visited the shop nearly every day, arriving well before her shift ended so she couldn’t sneak off early. He pleaded for her to return to work, offered her more money, offered her anything she wanted, but she refused him each time, hating herself for it. After only a week, he stopped begging her to return, instead describing his latest progress with the automaton, telling her of faulty mechanisms and measurements that needed to be adjusted, how he could not move forward until the primary gearbox stopped malfunctioning.
If he thought his descriptions would entice her more than his pleading, he was right. As of their last meeting, he had completed the wireless control. Another week and he would start constructing the double mainspring to power the automaton—her double mainspring, the design she had given him. She wanted nothing more than to see the design in action, see that her theory could work, but she still stubbornly refused to go back—angry with him for not telling her the truth, and terrified of what might happen should the Guild discover that he had shared their secrets with her.
Eventually, after three weeks of trying to convince her to return, he gave up. His visits came less often until finally, he stopped visiting altogether.
PETRA SAT STUBBORNLY at the kitchen table, mending dresses and sewing buttons with Matron Etta and her sisters. She had gotten quite good with a needle over the past few weeks—her stitches were nearly as good as theirs. Still, even as she sewed, her thoughts always went to Emmerich. It had been almost a week since she last saw him.
Some days, she thought of returning to the University and apologizing for her behavior. Other days, she wanted to forget him and the automaton, run away and never look back.
She did neither.
“Petra, you’ve sewn but three stitches,” said Matron. “Try to focus, dear.”
She looked down. The needle lay slack in her fingers, thread snaking across her skirt. The patch she had begun to sew held onto the trouser leg by three irregular stitches. She ripped out the strands and threaded the needle again.
Emmerich likely thought badly of her. She had abandoned him and the automaton, leaving him to complete the project by himself with only two months to his deadline.
He probably hated her. Why else would he stop coming to see her?
If she hadn’t been so stupid, she could now be helping him wind the mainsprings or test the automaton’s power displacement. She hated sitting with her sisters, sewing clothes and pretending she was a normal girl uninterested in machines, pretending she was content with this life.
She knew she should stop being so stubborn and apologize. There was no sense in denying the fact that she wanted to be with him, whether it was working on automatons or just being together in silence, and traitorous or not, she wanted to be there when he completed the automaton.
She stood up, setting her sewing aside. “I’m off.”
“To where?” asked one of her sisters.
“We still have sewing that needs to be finished,” said Matron.
“I’m sick of sewing.”
Usually, such cheek would warrant a lecture from Matron, but Etta just snipped a loose thread from the garment in her lap. “Aren’t we all?”
Fed up with being holed up in the apartment, Petra strode across the living room and fetched her student disguise from the dresser. She would march up those University stairs and apologize, and she wouldn’t leave until Emmerich forgave her.
As she slipped into the trousers, a shuddering boom rocked through the flat.
“What on earth was that?” asked Matron, dropping her sewing into her lap.
A second boom assaulted the room, and the gas lamps flickered out. Only the pale morning sunlight streamed through the smoggy kitchen window, barely lighting the room. Petra fumbled with the buttons on her shirt, dressing as quickly as she could manage, and before anyone could say a word about her clothes, she shoved her feet into her boots, grabbed her hat, and headed out the door.
Twisting her hair up into her cap on the way down the stairs, she tried not to trip over her laces as another rumble shuddered through the building. When she reached the bottom, she threw the front door wide and stepped into the street, quickly crouching to tie her shoes. Several others milled about, gaping northward.
Great black columns of smoke rose from the University, darkening the sky with a malevolent cloud. Petra’s heart leapt into her throat as she thought of the workshops ablaze, schematics burning, clothes burning, hair burning. Screams. Tears. Unbearable heat. A harsh ringing filled her ears, and she found herself trembling.
Emmerich was there.
Panic seized her, and she raced toward the University, tears burning her eyes. She should have apologized weeks ago. She should never have left. Now it might be too late.
Pedestrians crowded the University square. Alarms blared. Great, leaping flames licked the western walls, scorching the brass. Men wielding pipes and hammers threatened and beat back those who tried putting out the fires. A mob ascended the stairs, shouts of tyranny and protests against the Guild on their lips, a zealous gleam in their eyes.
Luddites.
From within the lobby a voice rang out: “At arms!”
Another explosion shook the ground beneath Petra’s feet, and the steam vents along the street fired blazing columns into the air. She leapt back, pressing herself against a brick wall as she shielded her face from the blistering heat. People screamed. Skirts and trousers burned. Smoke billowed out of the University doors. Petra found it hard to breathe, her lungs seizing in her chest as her pulse raced in her throat, the rush of blood in her ears drowning out all other sound. Her breath came in short gasps, the world spinning before her eyes. All she could think of was fire—fire and Emmerich and blood and death. She swayed on her feet and leaned against the wall to steady herself. All around the edge of the square, bystanders stood gaping at the burning University, too cowardly to step forward and put a stop to the needless violence.
The ringing in Petra’s ears stopped, and she looked around for something to do, some way to help. Nearby, a woman stood atop one of the brass-plated benches, shouting about the crimes of the Guild and the University to the people around her. Petra recognized her as the woman who often posted Luddite propaganda down Medlock, the woman who rallied the others, their leader.
Petra strode forward and grabbed her by the sleeve. “Stop this.”
The woman turned. “Stop?” She smiled, the University blazing in her eyes. “We’ll not stop until this place has burned to ashes. We’ll not stop until the Guild steps down from their high halls, not until this city is ours again. They are corrupt and they are greedy, and we will not let our lives be governed by their vices.” She gestured toward the University. “See the truth, dear girl. See how they arm themselves against us. And then tell me they have our best interests at heart.” The woman wrenched free of Petra’s grip and thrust her hand in the air. “Down with the Guild!”
Her cry was met with a volley of smoking canisters shot forth from the University doors, raining down on the people in the square. One sailed over Petra’s head and into the chest of a man behind her. Gas billowed around them, and Petra quickly raised her sleeve to her mouth, not daring to breathe as she pushed her way back to the edge of the square. Those around her retched and sputtered. Others pressed rags and shirtsleeves to their faces and kept marching forward. The sound of bullets rang out from within the University. An explosion blasted a hole in the upper floors and sent debris flying.
Petra ducked instinctively at the sound of the blast but did not think about fleeing. Knowing Emmerich was inside, the destruction drew her in. He could be hurt. He could be dead.
A second barrage of canisters rose into the air.
“Petra!”
She turned toward the voice, hope and happiness swelling at the sight of him. Emmerich limped toward her from the western side of the University, buffeted by the Luddite crowd. Soot blackened his shoulder and blood streamed down his shin. She ran toward him, blind to all else.
The canisters descended on the square, pinging against the brick pavers, and an intense flash of light blinded her. She collided with Emmerich, smelling his familiar scent, one she desperately missed. Emmerich. She breathed him in, the feel of him against her filling her heart with joy, even as light and ringing silence ripped all sense of sight or sound from the world. She squeezed her arms around his waist and felt his strong arms around her, wrapping her in his warmth.
A blast buffeted the air and a sharp piece of metal grazed her cheek. Emmerich inhaled sharply and clung to Petra, holding her tight against his chest.
When the ringing finally faded from her ears, Petra blinked the square into view. She shivered, feeling herself sink toward the ground even as Emmerich tried to hold her up. Shards of metal littered the square and the University steps, glinting in the sunlight. People lay on the ground. Screaming. Twitching. Bleeding. A surge of sickness welled in her throat, but she swallowed it back. Emmerich gripped her shoulders, forcing her to look at him, blocking her view of the terrible sight. She pressed her face into his chest and let his warmth overwhelm her. It all seemed so distant now—the Luddites, the fires, the explosions, the dead.
She had Emmerich again.
“I am glad to see you,” he said softly, a slight strain in his voice.
“I’m sorry for leaving,” she said into his shirt, warmth seeping into the fabric and sticking to her face. She drew back. He was bleeding. “Emmerich, you’re hurt.”
“My back,” he said, sinking to his knees.
Petra knelt with him and peered over his shoulder, focusing on the injury to his back instead of at the awful scene splayed across the square. A large shard of metal stuck out of his shoulder, blood streaming down the front of his chest. Several smaller pieces peppered his back. Blood seeped into his clothes, staining his shirt and trousers a deep red.
“Emmerich,” she whispered, gingerly touching his shoulder. “What’s happening?”
He shook his head, trembling. “Luddites found their way inside, infiltrated the subcity, sabotaged the gas lines.” He winced. “It’s just like before. Most of the inside is ablaze. They had explosives, Petra. Dozens of students are dead, engineers too.” He groaned again, trying to stand. “The Guild militia is defending the University, driving the Luddites out, but . . .” He trailed off, his face turning white as he tried to move. “We need to go. We need to leave the square before it gets worse.”
“Worse?”
A call rang out, and men wearing stark gray uniforms filed out of the University, bandoliers belted across their chests and guns strapped to their arms. Among the fallen, a dozen or so of the injured struggled to stand. The Guild militia aimed their weapons at the men and women still left half alive, and those who dared to move toward the University were shot down by an explosive charge to their chests, obliterating the last of their rebellion—and their lives. Petra stared in shock.
She had to escape from it, the tangy smell of blood, the crying and moaning. Steeling herself against the bloody injustice of it all, she lifted as much of Emmerich’s weight as she could manage, struggling to keep him upright as she dragged him out of the square and into an alley, out of sight of the Guild militia. Would the gunmen mistake them for Luddites and follow them? She helped Emmerich lean against a wall, and he reached down and jerked a slice of metal out of his calf, wincing as he tossed the shard to the ground. He pressed himself against the brick, breathing hard.
Petra examined his face, streaked with soot and blood. Though wounded and weak, his eyes were bright. She brushed his sweaty hair aside and wiped a stain of soot from his forehead. He smiled weakly at her touch.
“Can you walk?” she asked gently. “We need to get you somewhere safe.”
“Yeah,” he said, his voice weak.
They left the sounds of fire and torment behind as Petra navigated the narrow alleys between buildings, avoiding the main roads to keep away from the crowds. Emmerich staggered next to her, a trail of his blood following their path. She did not head for the hospital. The nurses and doctors there would have their hands full with the injured and the dying. Instead, she headed home.
The two of them stumbled out of the alley just opposite the apartment building. Matron Etta and two of her sisters, Constance and Esther, stood in the street, gazing at the smoke from a distance. Esther spotted Petra first, her blue eyes widening at the sight of Emmerich’s arm around her shoulders, not the blood that covered them both. If the situation hadn’t been so terrible, Petra might have laughed.
“Etta,” she said, getting Matron’s attention. She groaned against Emmerich’s weight, panting from the effort of holding him upright and dragging him so far. “He’s hurt.”
Matron ducked under his other arm and helped ease the burden on Petra. “What happened?”
The sight of bodies, mangled and burned, the blood, the gunmen, the stench of death, the blazing fire . . . She could not find the words to speak, shuddering at the images in her mind.
“Petra?”
“Luddites,” muttered Emmerich.
The girls jumped at his voice, even Matron.
“We—We just came from the University,” she said, her throat aching. “There was an attack.”
“Who is he?” asked Esther, hovering over him.
Petra frowned at her. “Does it matter? Open the door.”
“Do as she says,” said Matron.
They climbed the stairs and stepped into the flat, immediately crowded by the youngest of Petra’s siblings. Constance shooed them away as Matron gave orders to the oldest among them.
“Esther, the tweezers, scissors, and gauze. Emily, whatever clean towels we have. Susan, get me a needle and fetch some thread. Helena, your toy box.” The girls scattered, and with a grunt of effort, Etta gestured to the bedroom. “Let’s lie him down on my bed,” she said, repositioning Emmerich’s arm around her shoulders before helping Petra carry him the rest of the way. They laid him on the mattress, resting him on his stomach. Matron lit the lantern on the nightstand. “You sit with him,” she said, shaking the match out. “And make sure he stays still. I’ll be right back.” She vanished through the bedroom door, leaving Petra alone.
Petra sat on the floor next to the bed and stared at Emmerich, his face slick with sweat and streaked with dirt and blood and soot. She carefully brushed his dark hair from his eyes, an agitated frown twitching across his brow. He inhaled a shallow breath and winced.
“You’ll be all right,” she whispered, gently stroking his hair. “You’re in good hands with Etta. She’ll fix you up just fine.”
He only grumbled in reply, already fading out of consciousness.
Petra chewed on her lip. If she hadn’t been so foolish, if she had stayed away from the square, stayed away from the destruction, he wouldn’t have needed to shield her from the grenades. He wouldn’t be here now, bleeding all over the place.
Matron returned with the supplies and a bottle of gin, setting the towels on the mattress and the rest on the nightstand next to the bed. She poured a bit of alcohol into the toy tin and then dropped the tweezers, scissor blades, and needle in. Then, setting the bottle aside, she started tearing the gauze into squares.
“I’m going to need you to hold him still,” she said, removing the sterilized tools from the toy tin. She dipped her hands into the alcohol and poured some onto a towel before passing the bottle to Petra. “When he wakes, you make him drink a good bit of that. It’ll help him get through it. This isn’t going to be pleasant.”
Gingerly, she cut away what was left of Emmerich’s shirt. Where the metal stuck into his back, the skin was swollen and blood oozed out with each labored breath.
Matron pressed her hand into his shoulder and took hold of the largest scrap of metal. “God be with you, my boy.”
Emmerich’s scream pierced Petra like a knife.
MATRON DROPPED THE final sliver of metal in the tin box and began stitching up the last of his wounds, working quickly with the needle and dark thread. Petra counted thirty-seven pieces of metal in all, and she had sat there beside him for every hiss and cry of pain, every stitch, every bandage. Emmerich lay on the bed shivering, in and out of consciousness.
“Help me lift him.”
Petra washed her hands and carefully lifted Emmerich into a sitting position. She held him steady by his shoulders while Matron bandaged his back, wrapping gauze around his chest to keep the dressings in place. His eyes fluttered open as she wrapped his lower back.
“Petra . . .” he whispered, momentarily focusing on her face.
“I’m here, Emmerich,” she said, clasping his hands.
Matron removed the bedsheet from underneath him and rubbed the bloodstained mattress with what was left of the laundry soap. She stole sheets and blankets from the dresser in the corner of the living room and remade the bed. Petra helped tuck the sheets under the mattress and fluffed the flat pillow as best she could.
“You lay down, dear,” said Matron, pressing Emmerich into the bed. She poured a liberal dose of gin into his mouth and made sure he swallowed. “You need rest now.”
“Thank you,” he said, settling into the bed. He quickly drifted to sleep, light snores soon escaping his mouth.
Matron wiped her forehead and gestured for Petra to sit. Petra slumped against the wall, and Etta sat down on a stool in front of her.
“Now, tell me what happened.”
Petra blinked, unwilling to recall what she had seen. The burning . . . the blood . . . the screams . . . So much violence. So much death. She wrapped her arms around her knees and stared at the floor. She felt sick.
“Petra, focus. I need to know what happened. Tell me everything.”
She frowned, staring at Emmerich’s sleeping form. “He said—” Her voice cracked. “He said they—the Luddites—ignited the gas lines, infiltrated the University. They had explosives.”
She swallowed, remembering the smell of char in the air, the stench of blood. Closing her eyes, she imagined the destruction as a far off nightmare, only barely able to relay all she had seen—the Luddites, the Guild militia firing on the square, the fires, the explosions, the death.
“He shielded me,” she said finally, her voice low. She turned her gaze on Emmerich again, breathing fitfully in his sleep. “There was a grenade, and—” A bitter taste filled her mouth, and she shook her head, unable to say any more. Her throat ached from speaking and she was too drained to go on. All she wanted to do was sleep, to lie down and not wake up for a week.
Matron rose to her feet and cursed under her breath, wiping sweat from her brow. Her hands trembled. “I don’t want to believe that it’s happened again,” she whispered, holding a shaking hand to her forehead. She sat back down and smoothed her graying hair. “It was bad enough the first time.”
Petra stared at Matron Etta, suddenly wide-awake. “What happened that day?” Her heart thudded heavily in her throat. “You never told me much about it,” she said quietly.
Matron glanced up, and there were tears in her eyes. “That’s because it was . . .” She shook her head. “It was terrible. We got a telegraph at the hospital: emergency at the University. We didn’t get more than that, only that it was urgent and there was a fire. We had no idea what to expect, thinking maybe a fire had broken out and we’d need to apply first aid to a few burn victims as they made their way to the hospital.” She shook her head. “We were so unprepared . . .
“The roof was starting to collapse when I arrived, the whole building ablaze.” A frown wrinkled her brow, and she continued, “I remember standing there in shock, staring at the flames, not ready for what I was suddenly faced with. There were people running in and out of the doors, carrying whatever books and papers, instruments and machines they could save from the flames, and . . .” She released a heavy sigh and met Petra’s eye. “And you.”
Petra frowned. “Me?”
Matron nodded and went on, “I still hadn’t moved, still hadn’t done anything to help. I just stood there, watching the University burn before my eyes, and then suddenly there was a child in my arms and a young man telling me to keep her safe.” Matron’s eyes fluttered and tears slid down her cheeks. “I clung to you as if my life depended on it—this beautiful little girl with amber eyes and honey-brown hair, a pocket watch in one hand and a screwdriver in the other. He told me your name, told me to look after you, and then ran back inside before I could stop him.” She released a heavy sigh. “Not a moment after, the whole building collapsed and went up in flame. Everyone inside died.”
“And the man?” asked Petra, her pulse racing. “Who was he?”
With a sniffle, Matron wiped the tears from her cheeks and looked up at the ceiling. “I don’t know who he was. He didn’t say.”
Petra stared without seeing, her mind racing with questions and possibilities. A man had rescued her from the fire, but who? Was he her father? A brother? An uncle? She blinked back tears and looked at Etta again, her chest stinging. “You never mentioned him before.”
Her lips quivered and she closed her eyes, as if suddenly pained. “There’s more.”
“What do you mean?” Petra asked, her voice trembling.
“He is not the only thing I kept from you, and I think it’s time you know. You’re old enough and . . .” She opened her eyes and looked at Petra. “You deserve to know the truth.”
Petra inhaled a sharp breath. “The truth about what?”
Matron Etta sighed. “In the days after the fire, I tried to find your family, your parents. I know I told you that they died in the fire, but I still don’t know if that is the truth.” She went on, “I searched and searched for anything I could find about who you were, where you had come from, why you were there in the University that day, but it wasn’t until weeks later that I finally found someone who recognized you. Until then no one seemed to know you existed.” She shook her head and frowned. “I can’t remember his name now—he was an engineer of some kind—but he told me that you were . . .” She trailed off, worrying at a strand of hair at the nape of her neck. “ . . . that you were Lady Chroniker’s ward, her niece.”
Petra’s eyes widened.
“She died in the fire, you see. So I tried contacting your mother and father, but no one knew where to find them. The Guild was in disorder, and I was told that any information they might have had on where to find them had burned up in the fire. I had nothing. All I could do was wait and hope that someone would come looking for you, but no one ever did.”
Petra stared at Matron, her heart in her throat. “Why did you never tell me?”
Etta inhaled a deep breath and sighed. “I wanted to protect you.”
“Protect me? From what?”
“Remembering,” she said, bowing her head. “You were so small when it happened. I didn’t want to remind you of that pain, of all that you lost that day, and when no one came for you, I decided it would be better not to tell you the truth, that it would be better if you didn’t know who you were. I worried that if you knew, you would never be happy here, that you would dwell on what could have been, always hoping for a different life—a better life than I could give you.”
Fresh tears came to Matron’s eyes and her lips trembled. “But you knew, I think, in your heart, that you didn’t belong here. You always knew I wasn’t your real mother.” Her voice wavered, and she cleared her throat. “I was always just Etta to you, and though I knew you weren’t my daughter, I always wished—” Her words were lost to tears, and she hid her face behind her hand, her shoulders shaking with sobs.
Petra didn’t know what to say. She hesitantly leaned forward and placed her hand in Etta’s, a sudden thickness in her throat as her heart wrenched with guilt.
Etta took Petra’s hand and held it tight, seeming to find strength in that small comfort. She inhaled a deep, steadying breath and wiped the tears from her eyes, smiling weakly. “You will always be my daughter, Petra,” she said, patting her hand. “And I don’t need you to call me Mum for me to believe it, so don’t apologize for being smart enough to know the truth.” She pulled Petra up from the floor and wrapped her in a hug, kissing her on the cheek. “I love you, my sweet girl, and I hope you’ll forgive me for keeping this from you. I only did what I thought was best.”
Petra felt hot tears well up in her eyes, and she let them come. “I know.”
Etta pulled back from the hug and cupped Petra’s face in her hands, wiping the tears from her cheeks. “I should go,” she said, sniffling. “They’ll need extra hands at the hospital, and I need to do my part.” She kissed Petra’s brow and stood, glancing at Emmerich lying on the bed. “You stay here and watch over him. What he needs now is rest. As do you,” she said, smoothing Petra’s hair. “Get some sleep if you can. Constance can watch the children when she gets back, and Esther until then. Send one of the boys if you need me.”
She patted Petra’s cheek and then was gone, leaving Petra and Emmerich alone.
Petra sat down beside the bed and gently brushed Emmerich’s hair from his face, her mind racing with thoughts of her parents, her family, trying to make sense of it all. She wondered if it was true, if she really was a Chroniker, the lady’s niece.
In her heart, she was still just Petra Wade.
She looked at Emmerich, fidgeting in his sleep. “Did you know?” she asked quietly, her voice timid in the silence. He had recognized her pocket watch, seemed surprised when she did not know who had given it to her. He had shown her Lady Chroniker’s portrait and known that she had lost her family in the fire. “Did you know who I was?”
She did not expect him to answer, but in the dim lantern light, she thought she saw a flicker of a smile on his lips before he drifted off into a deep, steady sleep.
WITH THE HELP of the gin, Emmerich slept feverishly until the next morning. Petra stayed by his side, too anxious to sleep. She found solace in his steady breathing, the incomprehensible gibberish he muttered every once in a while, and the quiet rhythm of his snoring. The rest of the city lay silent, the engines shut down and the boilers cold, everyone mourning the deaths of those who had perished in the attack—students and engineers and Luddites alike.
Petra had taken to holding Emmerich’s hand while he slept. Feeling the warmth of his callused hands brought her comfort. She didn’t care what her sisters might say.
Around midday his fever broke. His mutterings became somewhat comprehensible, though he was still delirious and Petra could only guess what he was trying to say. She cooled his forehead with a damp rag and shushed him softly. The day passed, his fever continued to abate, and his cuts showed no sign of infection.
It wasn’t until late in the afternoon that Petra finally dared close her eyes, letting herself rest for the first time since she had brought him to the flat. She drifted off to the sound of Emmerich’s shallow breathing.
She dreamt of fire.
Wallpaper curled away from blazing walls. Books and schematics burned to dust. A lone hand clawed through collapsed rafters, stretching to grab hold of something, someone. Tears sizzled on the polished brass floor. Her tears. A polished wooden screwdriver handle, a gilded pocket watch. Both gleamed in the firelight, held amidst the blaze by trembling hands. Tears ran in tendrils beneath dark amber eyes. Words burned away in the roaring fire. Strong arms. Warm arms. The smell of oil and metal polish.
Petra startled awake to someone stroking her face. She opened her eyes, blinking away the sleepiness of two days without rest. The lantern held only a glimmer of light at the tip of the wick, a smidge above the burner. In the dim orange light she saw Emmerich resting on his side, his right arm tucked beneath his head and his left stretched across the bed, caressing her cheek. She had fallen asleep with her head leaning against the mattress.
“You are beautiful when you sleep,” he said, his voice hoarse and smelling of gin.
All the anxiety and sleepless dread that had tormented her since the day outside the University washed away, the terrible nightmare forgotten. Emmerich was alive. He was here with her now, and that was all that mattered.
He propped himself on his elbow and winced. Petra started forward to help him, but he eased her nerves with a stroke of his fingers along the outside of her cheek. She leaned into his hand, thankful that he was all right.
In the dim lantern light, she followed the smooth curvature of his muscles with her eyes, wishing to run her fingers across his shoulders and chest, to feel the heat beneath his skin. Warmth flooded her cheeks at her own shamelessness, but she didn’t care. She reveled in his touch as he gently brushed her hair from her forehead with his fingers, cool against her flushed skin.
“Is this a dream?” he asked, a crooked grin on his face. “If it is, I never want to wake.”
She stared at his lips. How badly she wished to kiss that smile, to put her lips to his. How badly she wished it were a dream, that she could curl up in his arms and forever stare into his eyes. But it was not a dream, and she could not act on her desires, as much as she wanted to. She pulled away, resisting the urge to brush her fingers through his hair one last time.
If Emmerich noticed the desire in her thoughts or the regret with which she drew away, he did not say. He shifted his arm and nestled his head into the pillow with a faint smile, regarding her drowsily. “You should get some sleep, Petra.”
She would rather stay with him, but she climbed to her feet, feeling the exhaustion of sleeplessness catching up with her. She yawned. “Good night, Emmerich.”
Sleepily, she started toward the door, but before she could step away, he clasped her hand, entwining his fingers through hers. Her breath trapped itself in her throat, and her skin tingled at his touch. He pulled her toward the bed, bringing her fingers to his lips, and her heart stopped beating. It seemed an eternity, his lips pressed against her skin, and she felt dizzy and warm, shamelessly wishing it was her lips he was kissing.
“Good night, Petra,” he said quietly, releasing her hand. “Sleep well.”



 
Chapter 10
PETRA SAT IN the middle of a large room playing with a mechanized toy train. Desks, stacks of gears, and bustling machinery surrounded her. Men towered over her, poring over designs and parts order forms, paying little mind to her as she wound her toy train and let it clatter across the workshop floor, following it on bare feet.
The toy train crashed into a desk leg, and a great blast shook the workshop. Ticker parts fell from their shelves, clinking and clanking against the hard floor. Dust fell from the ceiling, peppering her hair. The men shouted over the hiss of busted steam pipes, unaware of a girl hiding beneath a worktable. A second explosion rattled the workshop, and a cloud of fire blasted through the entrance.
Books and papers erupted into flame, feeding ashes into the air. Desks blazed. Flames licked the support beams and reached for the ceiling rafters. Men tried extinguishing the fires, but the flames reached the gaslamp lines too quickly. All around the workshop the paneling exploded, replaced with walls of fire, fed by the gas reservoirs below the city.
Petra heard her name called. A woman, dressed finely but disheveled, hurried around the flaming workshop, dodging the burning timbers falling from the ceiling, pushing fallen desks and tables out of her path. The central rafter creaked above her, and part of the ceiling collapsed on the workshop, obscuring the woman from view.
Petra ran from her hiding place, bare feet slapping against the hot, ash-littered floor, burning her toes. Men yelled and rushed past her, some injured. She wandered to the mass of banisters and support beams that had crushed the center of the workshop. Fire leaped across the fallen rafters, reaching for the toppled desks and tables, slowly spreading throughout the workshop.
She heard crying from under the smoldering beams and tiptoed forward, the heat of the fire singeing her cheeks. “Mummy?”
There was a gasp, and a burning beam shifted off the pile, pushed out of the way by a heeled boot. Her mother’s face looked out from within the flames, tears streaking her eyes. “Petra, darling. You’re alive,” she breathed.
A large desk remained yet untouched beneath the burning timbers, sheltering Petra’s mother from the flames, but fire blazed all around, eating away at the fallen rafters, licking the sides of the desk. Her mother’s hand stretched out of the wreckage, reaching for her, but the fire wreathed her arm, and she snatched it back into the safety of the desk.
“Stand back, Petra.”
Her mother kicked at the blazing timbers blocking her in, but as she moved the burning boards, the pyre shifted, raining cinders and coals and kindling onto the floor. She managed to move the fiery wreckage just enough to slip her arm through unharmed.
“Darling, come here.” Her sleeve smoked from the heat, her lace cuffs charred and hands reddened with burns. She wore a gold ring on her middle finger—a great clunky thing that glinted in the firelight.
Petra moved closer and touched the shaking hand, and her mother gripped her fingers.
“I need you to be brave now,” she said, her voice trembling. “You must get to safety.” She let go of her hand and placed a screwdriver and pocket watch into Petra’s jumper pocket. “I need you to go outside, sweetheart. Go to the square, to the café, the one with the apple pastries you love so much.” The fire spread across the ceiling, and the timbers creaked and groaned. Her mother closed her eyes and tears slid down her cheeks. “Can you do that for Mommy?”
A man shouted over the roar of the fire, bellowing their names. “Adelaide! Petra!”
Her mother’s eyes widened. “Friedrich . . .” She inhaled a deep breath and shouted his name. “We’re here!” She then reached forward and grabbed Petra’s hand. “Go find Friedrich,” she said quickly. “And go to the café. I’ll meet you there, at our favorite table.” She forced a smile. “But you need to go now, darling.”
A man stumbled toward them, coughing into his sleeve. “Addy!”
“Friedrich, get her out of here.”
His strong arms wrapped around Petra, lifting her away from the fire. She cried, tears streaming down her cheeks as she gripped her mother’s shaking hand, not wanting to let go.
“Addy,” he said, his voice strained, “I can—”
“Go,” said her mother, letting go of Petra’s hand. “Go! Take care of her, Friedrich. Keep her safe.”
Another beam fell from the ceiling, dragging paneling and shingles down from above. The fire whooshed upward, smoke and heat reaching for the fresh air. A blazing rafter fell in front of the desk, obscuring the woman’s face with cinders and smoke.
“I love you, darling,” she said, her voice choked by ash and tears. “Just remember Mommy loves you.”
Friedrich pulled Petra away, wrapping her in the warmth of his jacket. She struggled against him, trying to escape his arms, trying to reach for her mother’s hand, but he held her tight, hugging her close. “I’ll come back for you, Addy.”
“Go,” she whispered, her voice barely heard over the roaring flames.
With one final glance at the fire, he tightened his hold on Petra and ran.
PETRA AWOKE TO darkness.
The room was cold, empty. Though surrounded by her family, all her siblings sleeping nearby, she had never felt so alone.
She stared at the ceiling as the memory of the fire burned across her thoughts. Whatever Matron Etta had been told, Petra was not the niece of Lady Chroniker, the most brilliant woman that engineering had ever known.
She was her daughter.
She sat up, running her hands through her rumpled hair, her exhaustion forgotten. How could she have forgotten that? How could she forget the last moments of her own mother’s life? The scene was as vivid as if it had only just happened, wrestled out of some dark part of her memory, long forgotten until now. She had been inside the University that day, carried from the flames and her mother by a man named Friedrich, the one who must have given her to Etta Wade and changed the course of her life.
She kneaded her forehead, replaying the memory over and over in her head. Why didn’t he try to save her mother too? And afterward, why didn’t he stay with her and keep his promise to look after her? How different would her life be if her mother had survived, if Friedrich had disobeyed her request and dragged her out of the fire, if the ceiling hadn’t collapsed and buried them both in the rubble? A moment more, and he could have saved them both.
Petra stood up from her bed, stretching her arms overhead with a yawn. The gray light through the kitchen window told her the sun had not yet risen. She had no desire to sleep, her mind buzzing with the realization of who she was and what it might mean. She strode across the living room and tapped on the bedroom door, careful not to wake one of the younger boys who slept nearby.
She cracked the door open. “You awake?”
“Petra?”
She sidled into the room, carefully shutting the door so the latch wouldn’t click. She fumbled for the matches on the table at the foot of the bed, struck one, and lit the lantern. The lamp cast an orange glow across the room, revealing Emmerich sitting up on the bed.
“Did I wake you?” she asked.
He shook his head.
She sat down on the mattress, folding her knees against her chest. She hadn’t thought of what to say to him, only that she needed to talk. While she sat, she realized how utterly improper it was to be sitting on a bed with a boy, wearing nothing more than her nightshift. She had forgotten how it felt to be so near him, the memory of their embrace in the subcity suddenly coming to mind. How she wished for him to hold her like that again. After being away from him for so long, she wanted to feel his arms around her, to assure herself that he really was here, that they really were together again.
“Is something the matter?” he asked, gingerly leaning against the wall behind the bed. If he was bothered by her presence on the mattress, he didn’t show it.
Petra sucked in a deep breath. She might as well come out and say it. No point in masking the truth. “I think . . .” She swallowed the ache in her throat. “I think I’m Lady Chroniker’s daughter.” An awkward silence followed her words, and she felt the focus of his gaze upon her. When she finally dared to look up at him, he was smiling. Her heart fluttered to see him smile again. “You knew, didn’t you?”
“I hoped.”
“But how? How did you know when I didn’t?”
He shifted against the wall and regarded her carefully. “I remembered you.”
“What?”
“We used to play together, when my uncle would visit your mother. And when I saw you again outside the shop, some part of me recognized your face, your eyes, the color of your hair. You look very much like your mother, you know—what I remember of her.” He smiled. “When I saw you that day, I felt as if I knew you, as if I had seen you before, but it didn’t really connect until later—which was why I came back and asked for your help.” He shifted on the bed. “I couldn’t know for sure, until I spent more time with you, but the way you are with machines, the fact that you had your mother’s pocket watch . . . You couldn’t be anyone else.”
Petra frowned. “I didn’t remember you,” she said quietly. “I didn’t realize.”
“I didn’t expect you to. I may have hoped, but you were so young when the fire happened, only four years old. It’s a wonder you remember anything at all.” He regarded her with a slight frown. “How did you come to realize the truth?”
“I remembered the day of the fire, the day she died.” She exhaled a heavy sigh. “Maybe the fire yesterday, the attack on the University, triggered the memory; I don’t know.”
“Petra . . .” He moved forward and clasped her hand, his warmth soaking into her skin and warming her to the core. “I’m sorry.”
She shook her head. “I just—How could I forget? How could I not know who I really was?” Her heartbeat quickened. “All this time, I was a Chroniker, the daughter of the greatest scientist of our age, and I didn’t know.”
A short silence followed, and Emmerich gently rubbed her hand. “You can’t blame yourself for not knowing, for not remembering,” he said. “No one knew the truth of who you were, even when your mother was alive. Everyone thought that you were her niece, fostered to become her protégé, but my uncle and I knew the truth—you were her daughter, a daughter she could not admit to have, and so she lied.” He squeezed her hand. “But you are her daughter. You are her heir.”
Petra blinked, realizing the truth of those words. She was the heir to the greatest family of engineers the world had ever known. She was heir to their legacy, heir to the city itself. And yet she felt no different than before; she was still just Petra Wade—shop girl and clockwork engineer. She didn’t know how to be a Chroniker, what she was supposed to do now that she knew the truth, whether anyone would believe her. She chewed on her lip. “What now?”
Emmerich shrugged. “I suppose that is up to you.”
She exhaled a frustrated sigh. “Why didn’t you just tell me? Why didn’t you say anything?”
“Would you have believed me?” he asked.
Petra frowned. He had a point.
“It wasn’t my place to say,” he said, gently stroking the back of her hand with his thumb. “You needed to remember on your own, to figure it out for yourself. It was the only way to be certain of who you really were.”
“What if I never remembered?”
He looked at her more seriously then. “But you did.”
Petra shook her head and pulled her hand away. “But I don’t feel any different than before. I’m still just . . . me.”
“That’s because you are still the same person, Petra. Just because you know you are a Chroniker does not mean you have to change who you are. Not for me. Not for anyone. The only person you need to be is you.” Leaning forward, he lifted his hand to her face and brushed her untidy hair from her eyes, grazing her cheek with his coarse fingertips. He cupped her face in his hands and lightly traced the outline of her lower lip with his thumb. “Just Petra.”
“Emmerich,” she whispered, sighing at his touch. It had been so long since he last touched her so intimately, caught in the rhythm of the subcity machineries, the thrum of engines and hearts beating together as one. She closed her eyes, skin tingling as the gentle caress of her lips raised a shiver through her body.
“I don’t want you to think this changes anything,” he said quietly. “About us.”
Petra opened her eyes, her heart seizing in her throat. “What do you mean?”
His hand slipped from her face, and a frown wrinkled his brow as he carefully tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, focusing his gaze away from her eyes. An awkward silence filled the room, precious moments of closeness ticking away as he still did not speak.
Filled with a need to remain close to him, to touch him, Petra shamelessly grabbed his hand, thrilled by her own daring. He glanced down at their joined hands, a crooked smile lifting his lips. Never had she touched him—always, it had been his boldness, his impulses that had brought them together in intimate closeness, never hers, as much as she had wanted to return his advances.
Yet even as she held his hand in hers, uncertainty filled her heart, her thoughts ringing with echoes of his voice, echoes of us, wondering what he meant, what words he dared not say. In that silence, her pulse quickened, the truth of what she wanted him to say resounding over and over in her head. How desperately she wanted to admit to him what she felt, to hear him say the same, to admit the attraction between them, the romance. Whether or not it was love, she couldn’t guess, but it felt . . . right. With him, she felt she belonged. And she wondered if he felt the same.
“Petra, I—” He sucked in a deep breath and sighed. “Being without you these last weeks, I—I realized that I don’t want us to be apart. I want us to be together.” He raised his copper eyes, blazing in the darkness. “I want you to come back,” he said, squeezing her hand. “I want you to return to work on the automaton, if you’re willing.”
She blinked, her floating heart sinking a fraction of an inch in her chest. “What?”
“I understand why you left, but—” He pressed his lips together in a firm line. “But I swear I will do whatever it takes to keep you safe from harm. I’d do anything for you. You know that, don’t you?”
“Emmerich—”
“Say you’ll come back,” he said. “Say you’ll help me finish the automaton, once the University is put to rights. I couldn’t bear to finish it without you.”
A latch clicked in the silence as a door closed in the other room, then footsteps treaded across the living room floor, creaking quietly toward the kitchen—and the bedroom. Petra jumped from the bed and backed toward the opposite wall, her heart pounding. The sound of boots shuffled from the living room to the kitchen table. She cursed whoever it was—probably Solomon, coming in late from the boilers, or Matron Etta, finally home from the hospital.
She swallowed her leaping pulse and gestured to the door. “I should . . .”
“Petra, I don’t want to lose you again,” he said, frowning. “Say you’ll come back.”
Looking into his determined eyes, she knew she could never say no to him. She would always come back to him—always.
She sighed. “Of course I will.”
PETRA SHUT THE bedroom door behind her, finding her brother Solomon sitting at the kitchen table.
“How is he?” he asked.
“Better,” she said, stepping away from the door and sitting down beside him. “I expect Matron will want him to go home soon and return to his family. She said as much this afternoon.”
“And you?” he asked, laying a hand on her shoulder. “How are you holding up?”
She started to say that she was fine, but her throat seized up as everything that had happened in the last couple of days suddenly stormed up inside her—the attack on the University, Emmerich’s injuries, realizing that she was Lady Chroniker’s daughter . . .
And the very real possibility that she was falling in love with Emmerich Goss.
Her eyes watered, burning unexpectedly.
“Petra?”
A weary sigh escaped her lips, and she sank low in her chair, pressing her trembling fingers to her forehead. She closed her eyes and focused on her breathing, trying not to cry. “I don’t know, Sol,” she said quietly. “I just don’t know anymore.”
“Do you want to talk about it?”
“No.” She glanced up at him. “Yes?” With a heavy sigh, she shook her head and kneaded her brow. “I don’t know.”
Solomon stood up and pulled her up to her feet. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s go for a walk. It’ll do you good to get some fresh air.”
Quietly, they left the flat and wandered the vacant streets of the fourth quadrant, the streetlights burning low in the wee hours of the morning. Solomon wrapped his arm around her and pulled her close to him, resting her head on his shoulder.
“Now tell me what’s wrong.”
Petra breathed in the familiar coaly scent of the subcity boilers, the heat of the furnaces forever baked into her brother’s skin. It had been so long since she had seen him for more than a passing moment, so long since she’d confided in him. He was the one person she trusted with all her secrets, and she had so many to unburden now, so many things she hadn’t told him in the last several weeks. The words spilled from her now, escaping her lips in a breathless purge—her work on the automaton, the intimacy between her and Emmerich in the subcity, the encounter with Tolly, the Guild finding out about her possible involvement with Emmerich, the risk of facing an accusation of treason for helping him, the weeks away from the University, the attack and all that followed. She felt as if she talked for hours, all her worries and uncertainties lifting from her shoulders the more she told him, all leading up to the final confession of the night.
“And she’s my mother,” she said, her throat raw and aching. “I am Lady Chroniker’s daughter, her heir, and I have no idea what that means, what I am supposed to do now that I know the truth.” She sucked in a deep breath, a weary smile on her lips as the first rays of morning lightened the sky. “But I know who I am now, who my mother was, where I belong. All my life I was told that I couldn’t be an engineer, that I didn’t belong in the Guild or the University, that it was a man’s world, but now I know the truth: they were wrong. I am an engineer. I am a Chroniker. And I belong here, more than any man.”



 
Chapter 11
EMMERICH LEFT THE flat and returned home the next morning. In the days after, as Petra waited to hear from him again, she spent her afternoons in the University square, watching architects and builders repair the damage left by the terrible destruction. The Guild had closed the University to all persons until repairs were complete, and until then, she and Emmerich would not be able to work on the automaton. The once pristine University stood mangled and broken. Scaffolds climbed up the sides of the metal walls, and scorch marks besmirched the polished brass. Someone had painstakingly scrubbed the gore from the white stone pavers, but no matter how many times they scrubbed and bleached the stone, Petra would never forget the blood.
Finally, after nearly a week since Emmerich returned home, she received a typewritten letter from him, apologizing for his silence and absence and asking her to relay thanks to Matron Etta for her care of him. He mentioned nothing of the automaton or the moments of intimacy shared between them in the days following the attack—he could admit to neither—but there was a note attached below his signature, scrawled hastily onto a tiny square of paper: We need to talk.
Petra stared at the four words. There was no more to the note—no time or meeting place, no hint of what they needed to discuss—just those four simple words.
The day after she received the letter, the University reopened, and when her shift at the pawnshop ended, she was delighted to find Emmerich waiting for her at the bottom of the stairs. She smiled at the sight of him, hurrying down the steps to meet him.
“The University reopened,” he said, offering his arm.
“So I heard. How is your back?”
“Better,” he said, turning south, away from the University. “The doctor finally cleared me to the leave the house, much to my mother’s displeasure. She worries there will be another attack.”
Petra sobered at the thought. “You don’t think there will be, do you?”
Emmerich frowned. “Not from the Luddites.”
They continued down Medlock, walking in solemn silence until Petra found the words to speak. “You said we needed to talk.” The words felt heavy on her tongue, and her heartbeat quickened with anticipation. “In your note. What did you—”
“Later,” he said, forcing an unsteady smile onto his lips, a smile that did not reach his eyes.
Her heart stuttered, panic sinking deep into her chest. “Emmerich, what’s wrong?”
“Nothing,” he said, coming to a stop. “The only thing you need to concern yourself with now is getting properly dressed.” This time, when he smiled, it was genuine, lifting the whole of his face as he looked into her eyes.
“Dressed?”
He gestured toward the nearest building, and Petra saw that he had led her to her home.
“You can’t very well work on the automaton wearing that, can you?”
He waited in the street while she ran upstairs to change into Solomon’s clothes. No one seemed to pay her any mind as she darted in and out of the apartment, but she did hear a faint whisper of “odd” from one of her siblings. They could think her odd. She did not care. She joined Emmerich downstairs, newly outfitted, and they made for the University.
The lobby bustled with students and Guild members, many of them arguing over missed deadlines and late term papers, others dithering over the conditions of their projects and work spaces in light of the attack.
Petra and Emmerich navigated through the dense crowd, bumping shoulders with students and Guild men alike. Petra held her hat firmly to her head as they headed up the stairs and across the upper workshop floor, afraid someone might recognize her from her blunder at the University all that time ago. It seemed ages since that day, far longer than a couple of months. Had she guessed then that she would soon be working on a top-secret Guild project, she wouldn’t have believed it.
She couldn’t help but grin at the thought of working on the automaton again. It had been dull working on nothing but ordinary machines—pocket watches and desk clocks, nothing more challenging than a grandfather clock to occupy her. The automaton was a feat of clockwork engineering—and she had designed it. She doubted she’d ever be happy repairing simple machines again, not after creating such a technological marvel.
Lost in her thoughts, she didn’t watch where she was going and collided with someone. She glanced up, an apology working its way up her throat, but the words died on her lips. Hugh Lyndon glared back at her—his graying, dark blond hair parted strictly down the side, frameless spectacles glinting in the electric light, the permanent frown line wrinkling his forehead. Petra’s mouth went dry.
If he recognized her, he made no show of it. She quickly averted her eyes, muttered a hasty apology, and scurried after Emmerich. As they climbed the stairs at the back of the workshop, she glanced toward the crowd of men, certain that a certain pair of glasses glinted in her direction.
The moment Emmerich opened the door to the Guild offices, she shoved through, terrified that Lyndon and the Guild coppers would follow, that they would find her. She hurried down the hall to Emmerich’s office, expecting men to throw open the door and arrest her at any moment, but the hallway remained quiet and empty.
Emmerich pressed his key into the office lock, and she immediately squeezed through the open door and pressed herself against the wall, grateful to be out of plain view. She exhaled a relieved sigh, the familiar smells of the workshop—the metallic tang of polished brass, the robust scents of grease and oil—relaxing her. She’d forgotten how it felt to stand here, enveloped in the resonant hum of the University walls, surrounded by whirring gears and groaning linkages hidden behind the walls. She breathed it all in, the sense of rightness driving all thoughts of Lyndon and the Guild from her mind.
Stepping away from the wall, she strode across the office and examined the automaton. In her absence, Emmerich had finished the arm mechanisms and fitted the joint transmissions in the automaton’s rib cage, but nothing else. The plating lay in a heap at the base of the crane, and the pieces for the double mainspring lay on the worktable, ready to be assembled.
“I wanted to wait until you came back to finish it,” he said, joining her in front of the half-completed automaton.
“What if I never came back?”
“This is our project, Petra. I would have left it unfinished.”
She couldn’t help but smile.
Working in comfortable silence, they sat at the table, fitting the mainsprings for assembly. Emmerich concentrated on winding the mainspring around the arbor while Petra carefully fed him the weighty ribbon of metal. He worked slowly and deliberately, clamping the coiled spring at careful intervals to contain the residual tension. At even the slightest slip, the mainspring could snap out and strike one of them, causing serious injury.
Each mainspring for the automaton was over one hundred feet long and needed to be tightly wound into a two-foot-diameter barrel. No one had ever built a mainspring so large. At such a size, the residual tension should provide enough energy to power all the automaton’s mechanical systems—in theory. She and Emmerich had only their calculations to go by, and though the numbers seemed sound, there was the very real possibility that the mainsprings might not deliver enough energy to the machine’s main systems. If the mainsprings failed, they would have to forge new ones and try again until they got it right.
Emmerich finally latched the end of the mainspring to the arbor, and Petra held the wound spring firmly in the barrel as he left the worktable and prepared the crane that would lift the devices to their proper place on the automaton’s back. Two massive gears sat below the crane, each one over two feet in diameter and weighing two hundred pounds apiece. Carefully, they rolled the first loaded barrel to one of the gears, and Emmerich clamped the two pieces together while Petra quickly spun bolts into place with the power spanner.
They repeated the process with the second mainspring, both of them covered in grease and sweat by the time they finished attaching the gear and barrel. A streak of black oil smudged Emmerich’s cheek and greased his hairline, both their clothes marred with dark stains where they’d wiped their hands clean.
“And now the hard part,” he said, eyeing the exposed automaton.
The automaton’s innards gleamed in the electric light—gears, rods, bearings, cams, sliders, and pulleys fitted together in a masterpiece of mechanized art. Petra noticed several cylindrical mechanisms that she hadn’t designed, built into spring-loaded hinges around the arms and in the chest—probably last minute additions to the design changes requested by the Guild. Had she been helping Emmerich instead of hiding away in her apartment, she might know what they were for.
“Help me with the winch,” said Emmerich from the other side of the automaton. At the base of the crane, he turned the winch lever down and slowly fed a length of cable onto the floor. He then carried the hooked end of the cable up the fifteen-foot ladder standing next to the automaton and threaded the winch cable through a secondary pulley system built into the crane. “All right. Turn it off,” he said, letting the weight of the hook pull the length of cable to the floor. “And attach the cable to the first barrel.”
Petra shut off the mechanism and carefully hooked the cable onto the mainspring barrel as Emmerich positioned himself on the ladder. Once he was ready, she returned to the winch and pushed the lever up. The gears behind the wall grated as the cable pulled taut, the crane groaning and creaking as it took on the full weight of the mainspring barrel.
“Slowly,” said Emmerich. He carefully guided the barrel to the automaton’s back, and when it came to the proper height, Petra released the winch lever and brought the crane to a halt. Emmerich held out his hand, keeping the barrel steady against the automaton frame. “Power screwdriver.”
Petra removed the spanner head from the electric power tool and fastened the screwdriver piece to the gear base, locking the screwdriver shaft into place. She pressed the clockwise switch and the tool spun musically.
Emmerich carefully pushed the barrel into the first empty chamber in the automaton’s back, and Petra passed the screwdriver up to him, steadying the base of the ladder as he fastened the mainspring barrel to the frame. They repeated the process with the second mainspring, more quickly than the first. Their measurements had been perfect. The barrel gears lined up seamlessly with the winding gear, locking into place without any difficulties.
Emmerich exhaled forcefully and stepped down from the ladder, wiping his forehead with his shirtsleeve. “Well,” he said, placing his hands on his hips. “Let’s see if this thing works.”
He fetched the winding stem, a large bar with a square peg end, and jammed it into the center of the winding gear between the two mainspring barrels.
Petra handed him the winding rod. “What if it doesn’t work?”
He sighed. “Then we figure out what we did wrong and try again.” He took the winding rod from her grasp and slipped it through the stem, where it locked into place, forming the complete key. He pressed his palms against the underside of the left rod. “Ready?”
Petra reached her hands over her head and grasped the metal rod, her palms tingling. A few dozen turns and the automaton would have enough power to run idle for a week. For their current purpose, they only needed about three full windings to test the automaton’s capabilities.
Slowly, they turned the winding key, the clicking of the pawl against the barrel gear sending shivers down Petra’s spine. Again they turned the key, and again, until the winding gear had turned three revolutions. Together they removed the key and set it aside. The gears inside the automaton shifted, and a steady, deep hum reverberated outward from the primary gearbox.
“So far so good.” Emmerich pushed his hair out of his face.
Petra could hardly contain herself, as if the dizzying elation spreading through her body would bubble out of her mouth in fits of giggles at any moment. Her heart thumped hard against her ribs, beating in rhythm to the automaton’s balance wheel.
“Petra,” said Emmerich softly. “Come here,”
She turned away from the automaton and joined him at the crane, and he carefully lowered the machine to the floor. The jointed plates of its feet spread outward for stability as its knees buckled under the full weight of all the moving metal, the automatic gear systems whirring into action. Gears grated and knocked as the automaton balanced itself, the primary gearbox reacting to the electrically transmitted signals assigned to the gyroscope in its pelvis—another of Emmerich’s brilliant designs.
He climbed the ladder again and detached the automaton from the support frame still connected to the crane. When he returned to the table, he slipped his hand around Petra’s waist and brought the wireless control apparatus in front of them. “If you would do the honors, my lady.”
Petra’s fingers twitched toward the control switches. “Are you sure?”
“This is as much your automaton as it is mine.”
He squeezed her tightly to his side, and she breathed in the saltiness of his sweat, the engine grease on his skin. She touched her fingers to the walking control, and a tingle ran up her arms. Slowly, she pressed the walk switch forward.
The automaton responded with a grating of gears, a clanking shift, a shudder, and its right foot lifted from the ground. Utterly ecstatic that the automaton moved, Petra released the controls, and the automaton’s foot, hovering a mere two inches off the ground, stomped down. The floor beneath them shuddered.
Emmerich, grinning broadly, wrapped his arm around Petra and hugged her against his chest as he took hold of the control apparatus, twiddling his fingers across the control switches as if the movements came instinctively.
The automaton stepped forward with a long stride, crossing a third of the workshop in a single step. Turning, it raised its left arm, then its right. It crouched, spun, walked, kicked, and punched flawlessly. At the end of the performance, it swept into a deep bow, executing the motion with humanly grace.
Petra spun around in Emmerich’s arms, gazing into his eyes as he placed the control apparatus on the table. “Emmerich,” she whispered, in utter awe of what they had created together. “It’s perfect.”
He smiled at her and gently wiped a smudge of grease from her cheek. “It wouldn’t exist if not for you.”
She trembled at his touch, the exhilaration of completing the automaton flowing through her body. They actually did it—they built the automaton—and she felt as if she could do anything, be anything. She searched his eyes, aware of his grip on her waist, tugging her close, her hands pressed against his chest, his heart thudding against her fingertips. Her pulse quickened and she felt her breath seize in her throat as her gaze fell to his lips, daring herself to bend to her desires.
“Petra, I—”
She silenced him with a kiss, pressing her lips hard against his as she slipped her arms around his neck and rose up on her tiptoes, breathing in his warmth, the heady scents of grease and oil mingling with the saltiness of his skin. Unknown passion welled within her, and she leaned harder into the kiss, emptying her heart of everything she felt for him, everything she had tried to ignore, desire she had so long kept hidden beneath uncertainty and doubt.
Emmerich gathered her tightly into his arms, pulling her hard against him as he reeled backward from the force of the kiss. The feel of his breath mingled with hers, and she inhaled the intoxicating air as if it was the very breath that gave her life. She entwined her fingers through his soft hair, her heart racing as she tangled herself in his arms, losing herself in his lips. The tangy smell of metal and sweat, the way his hands pressed firmly into her back, drawing her against his chest, the taste of his tongue as he deepened the kiss with an intensity that stole the breath from her lungs—she felt as if the world fell out from under her feet, an energizing tingle spreading from her mouth to her toes. Her hands slid from his neck to his chest, her fingers tenderly touching the wrinkled, sweaty folds in his grease-stained shirt. Blood pumped beneath his hot skin, an electrifying pulse against her fingertips as she melted into the warmth of his body, never wanting to let go.
Seconds might have passed, or perhaps hours. Perhaps time had stopped, letting the world fall by the wayside. Petra found she did not care. She could stand for an eternity in Emmerich’s arms, pressed against him with such force that their hearts beat as one machine, pumping life into them both.
When finally their lips parted, she panted for breath, every muscle in her body aching to wrap herself in his embrace, to never again leave his side. He kissed her lightly a second time, a gentle brush of his lips against hers, and she found his control a cruel torture, wanting nothing more than to lose herself in his lips again. He gently lowered her to the floor and cupped her face in his hands. She expected triumph in his eyes, but all she saw was sadness. He placed a lock of hair behind her ear.
“There is something I must tell you,” he said.
Petra’s heart raced in her throat, a chill radiating through her bones as she searched his eyes for what he might say, what she longed to hear, the words that would slay the last of her doubts and uncertainties, a declaration of what she felt in her heart for him, returned willingly and passionately and without question. But he remained silent, the words still hidden behind his lips as he bowed his head with a frown.
“Emmerich, what is it?” she asked, raising her hand to his face, reveling in the heat of his skin against her palm.
He gently took her hand in his and stared deep into her eyes, his gaze dark and somber. “Petra, I want you to understand . . . everything I did—all I ever wanted was to be an engineer, to build a better world through science. I never—” He cut himself short, pressing his lips together in a firm line.
“You never what?”
“When I met you, I didn’t expect that I would—that we—” He swallowed. “I only knew that I could not lose you, not before you knew who you were, not before you remembered. If I had known what the Guild was planning, if I had realized sooner—” He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Petra.”
“What are you talking about?”
“The automaton,” he said, frowning. He left her side, leaving her cold and alone next to the whirring machine as he strode across the room to his desk and slipped a key into the lock above the second drawer. Even in the dying roar of the automaton’s gear systems, she heard the faint click. Emmerich retrieved a sheaf of papers and laid them on the table. “It’s a war machine.”
The words struck her like a gunshot to the chest. “What?”
“This is what we built,” he said, pointing to the schematics on his desk.
She crossed to his desk and surveyed the designs, anger building in her chest as the realization sunk in. A war machine. She gritted her teeth, the papers trembling in her shaking hands. The automaton was a mechanism of destruction, of death.
The basic design laid out in the schematics was similar to what she had originally drawn, but gear trains and sliders had been moved slightly to make room for the cylindrical mechanisms in the arms—weapons, guns. She flipped to a detailed schematic of the arm chambers. Massive guns. Designed to shoot elongated, copper-coated minié balls. The additions to the chest designs were grenade launchers, the same awful projectiles that had killed so many people in the square, that had nearly killed Emmerich.
Petra clenched the design in her fist, tears splattering on the inked pages. “Why?” Her voice shook with anger. “Why would the Guild build this?” She glared at him. “Why would you build this?”
“I didn’t know,” he said, shaking his head. “Not at first.”
“When did you find out?”
He sighed. “I—I suspected sooner, but it wasn’t until just before the attack on the University that my suspicions were confirmed. Petra, I thought I was building something for the benefit of mankind, not . . .” He sighed. “Not this. When I learned its true purpose, I confronted the Guild, and at first they led me to believe that the automaton was merely a precaution, that it was an instrument of defense, but it was a lie.”
“And you still built it. You still finished it—a war machine, Emmerich. We built a war machine. How could—” She gritted her teeth, unable to speak. “Why did you not refuse? Why did you continue to work on it, knowing what it was?”
“I—” He frowned. “I wanted you to see what we built together, what you and I brought to life. You put your heart and soul into the automaton. I wanted you to see the beauty of it. I wanted you to see it finished, a monument to your intelligence and creativity.”
She stared at him blankly. “A war machine.”
“No,” he said, shaking his head. He stepped forward and grasped her hands, his eyes full of sadness. “What you designed was so much better, so much more—a marvel of scientific achievement built purely for the sole purpose of existing, born from a heart concerned with nothing more than creating something new, something never done before. What you created was beautiful.”
“Emmerich,” she said softly, “that doesn’t change what it is.”
“I know,” he said, releasing her hands as he turned to face the automaton.
Petra was struck with a sense of pride and horror, the truth of its purpose corrupting the exhilarating triumph of success she had felt just moments ago. She had set out to build something revolutionary, something brilliant. Instead, she had built a harbinger of death.
“What are we going to do?” she asked.
Emmerich stared at their terrible creation, a monstrosity of brass and steel both menacing and beautiful all at once. “We’re going to destroy it.”
An ominous silence followed his words, and in the quiet, the slow grating of a key inside the locked door cut through Petra like a knife. Emmerich spun around, reaching for her as the door cracked open.
But it was too late.
They had found her.



 
Chapter 12
VICE-CHANCELLOR HUGH LYNDON stepped into Emmerich’s office, followed by two others with the Guild emblem pinned on their lapels. The tallest of the men glared at her with familiar copper eyes, completely devoid of kindness: Emmerich’s father. The other man, she did not recognize.
Emmerich wrapped his arms around her protectively. “Petra,” he whispered, keeping his eyes on Lyndon and his father. “As soon as you get the chance, run. Do you understand?”
She swallowed thickly and nodded, her heart pounding against her chest.
Lyndon stepped forward, surveying the automaton behind them, still whirring quietly. “I see you’ve finished it, then,” he said, admiring the machine. “A marvel of engineering, if you don’t mind the praise, Miss Wade.”
Petra’s eyes widened.
“Oh, don’t be surprised,” he said. “We have known for some time that you have been assisting Mr. Goss, and what splendid help you have been.” He inhaled a deep breath and then sighed, still eyeing the automaton. “It’s unfortunate, then, that your involvement must now come to an end,” he continued. “I am disappointed to learn of your inclinations, Miss Wade. You would have made a fine Guild engineer.”
She blinked, hardly believing the words she was hearing—actual praise from the vice-chancellor of the University.
“Enough of this, Lyndon,” said Mr. Goss. “She’s been found out, and it’s time to bring her to justice.” He gestured to the short man standing beside him. “Mr. Fowler, take her into Guild custody.”
“Don’t you dare,” said Emmerich, pulling Petra close. He reached behind her and fumbled his hand across the table’s surface, knocking tools and instruments aside, looking for something—but what, she couldn’t guess. Then she felt something press hard against her back.
Emmerich’s father stepped forward. “Son, the Guild is willing to forgive your transgressions involving Miss Wade, but she is not the girl she seems. We have reason to believe that she is passing information to enemies of the Guild.”
Petra met the man’s eyes. “That is a lie.”
“We have evidence against her, proving our claims,” said Lyndon.
Mr. Fowler stepped forward. “Come with me, Miss Wade. It’s over.”
“Emmerich, they’re lying.”
“I know,” he said softly.
Suddenly, the automaton sprang to life. Gears grated and whirred, and with a cavernous groan, the machine lunged forward, its immense bulk passing within a hairsbreadth of Emmerich and Petra. It stomped across the floor, rattling the metal plates beneath their feet as it came to a shuddering stop between them and the Guild men.
However destructive a force, the automaton was the most magnificent thing Petra had ever beheld—gears grinding and shifting, cranks spinning, sliders jumping like pistons, drive shafts whirring, and the fluctuating tick-tock of the balance wheel. Just being in its presence made her bones tingle. The automaton stood to its full height, towering over them like a terrifying brass gargoyle, an awesome sight looming up in the center of the workshop.
Petra knew its power was dwindling, running on only three turns, but perhaps with a few minutes of its help, they might overpower Lyndon and the other council members. They might escape.
Under Emmerich’s control, the automaton folded its right arm against its chest, and with a grinding sweep, knocked Mr. Fowler aside, throwing him hard against the wall.
Emmerich faced Lyndon and his father, holding the control aloft. “Stand back,” he warned. “I will not hesitate to use the automaton against you.”
Within the automaton’s back a grating snap signaled the transition to its second mainspring. With only three windings, and the bulk of its power already expended, Petra knew that Emmerich had maybe two minutes to use the automaton at full tilt. He was running out of time.
“What do you expect to accomplish?” Emmerich’s father asked him, his face devoid of fear. “Nothing good will come of this insubordination. She is a spy, trading Guild secrets to the enemy. Do you really want to align yourself with her?”
Lyndon stepped forward, eyeing the automaton. “There is no need for this sort of action, Mr. Goss,” he said to Emmerich. “Stand down, and let us take charge of Miss Wade. You do not need to become an accomplice in her treachery.”
The automaton’s gears slowed. Petra estimated that it had less than a minute of power left. Emmerich had wasted its energy reserves testing its functionality. Her heartbeat quickened. They hadn’t anticipated fighting their way out of the University, much less against the vice-chancellor and Emmerich’s father.
“They’re biding their time,” she whispered, gripping his shirtsleeve. “They’re waiting for it to run out of power.”
Emmerich glanced at the automaton, a calculating gleam in his eye. She could feel his muscles tense, the rapid beat of his heart. “Petra,” he said softly, the wireless control in his hands. “Remember what I said about running?”
His fingers flew across the control apparatus and the automaton crouched, bringing its large body as close to the floor as its joints would allow, emitting a screaming groan of gears and whirring belts. Lyndon and Emmerich’s father watched the machine warily, slowly backing toward the door as Emmerich flipped the controls, pressing the switches to max power. With a strained grating of gears, the machine vaulted.
Lyndon and Mr. Goss gaped as the machine soared upward, a dent left in the floor from the pressure of its jump. The automaton’s head just missed the ceiling and then came down, falling with the crushing force of a mortar shell. The crash was deafening, their ears bombarded with the shrill agony of metal tearing asunder. The floor buckled and warped on impact, splitting open with a screeching shear as the machine’s massive weight cleaved through the metal panels and dragged the room downward like a drain.
Petra lost her balance and her feet slid toward the center of the crater. Stuck halfway through the hole, the automaton’s exposed gears grated against the metal. Lyndon and Mr. Goss backed away from the automaton and the pitched floor, huddling in the door as Emmerich used the last of the machine’s power to widen the gap with a forceful punch.
The automaton fell through the floor then, landing with a deafening crash below.
Petra clung to Emmerich’s arm, scrambling to stay with him, unwilling to let go, but the soles of her shoes could not gain purchase and she slipped farther toward the gaping hole in the center of the room. “Emmerich!”
“Run, Petra! Get out of here!” Emmerich pried her hand from his arm and pushed her toward the crater, an apologetic look in his eyes.
She splayed her fingers across the floor, trying to stop her descent, but the surface was too slippery. The last thing she saw was Emmerich grabbing a spanner and heading for the office door.
Weightlessness seized her for a moment, the University tumbling across her vision as she fell. She crashed into the wrecked automaton on the floor below, landing painfully atop its exposed gears and hard metal frame, which pressed hard into her back and ribs. She winced against the aching pain that flared through her bones, white lights popping across her vision. Beneath her, the last of the automaton’s power dwindled, the machine whirring to a still and silent death.
Remembering Emmerich’s final words, she roused herself, blinking the room into view. Having fallen through the office floor, she was now in the upper workshop, sprawled across a heaping pile of metal and wood—ceiling timbers and bent brass plates, the damaged automaton, desks, tables, and half-finished machines all buried beneath her. A murmur rippled through the gathered crowd around her, a mob of faces gawking at the mess of gears and splinters, dozens more climbing the stairs from the lobby to stare at the girl and the fallen automaton.
She had to run. She had to escape. She wouldn’t let them take her.
She wouldn’t die, not so soon.
Petra started to climb to her feet, and blinding pain ripped through her leg. Panting, she forced herself to sit, and spied a sharp corner of metal sticking up through the side of her calf, blood soaking her trousers. Grunting with effort, she gritted her teeth against the pain and tried to lift her leg free of the metal, tears stinging her eyes. She clenched her hands into fists, gears biting into her wrists and knuckles as she shifted her weight away from her injured leg.
At the back of the workshop, the door at the top of the staircase flew open, and a group of men descended and pushed through the growing throng of students and Guild members. Petra panicked when she spotted Emmerich held fast between Lyndon and Mr. Fowler, who seemed to have recovered.
Then she saw Mr. Goss, Emmerich’s father, striding toward her from the other side of the workshop. “Seize her!” he shouted. “She is a spy.”
A murmur shuddered through the crowd, but no one came forward. If she could reach the mass of students, she might be able to hide among them and escape. It was her best hope.
Painstakingly, she lifted her leg off the cold metal, a fresh gush of blood dribbling from the wound. With her leg free, she scrambled to her feet and skidded to the bottom of the pile, leaving streaks of blood across the jumbled metal parts. She hit the floor, and as her injured leg took the weight of her body, nauseating pain seared up her leg and chilled her spine. She fell on her hands and knees, breathing hard as she tried to muster the strength to stand, to ignore the pain and run, escape.
Gritting her teeth, Petra started forward when a pair of strong hands grabbed her by the shirt collar and jerked her to her feet. Her legs were jelly and her head spun, the workshop whirling across her vision.
“Petra, run!” shouted Emmerich.
She watched vaguely as the crowd parted, the pain in her leg blazing. Emmerich’s father marched forward, and she remembered the danger, the need to escape. Her heart beating fast, she turned on her captor and landed a punch to his ribs, stumbling away as he released her. Staggering backward, she fell into the crowd and shoved a path through the swarm of students. The pain in her leg had dulled slightly, all her focus bent on reaching the stairs and escaping through the lobby. Her pulse thundered in her ears, the rush of blood drowning out all other sound. Hands gripped her shirt and pulled on her arms as she struggled to escape. She kicked, punched, and clawed, but a swift blow to her stomach brought her painfully to her knees. She coughed, feeling she would collapse from the effort of trying to move.
Petra stared at the floor, her body trembling. A boy spat in her face. They had no idea, no clue of the truth.
She was not the enemy. Lyndon. The Guild. Emmerich’s father. They were the enemies. They were the ones who had twisted the automaton into a war machine. Did no one understand? She only wanted to be happy, to have Emmerich, to be an engineer. Was that too much to ask?
Now there would be no more of that. No more Emmerich. No more Petra. Just stillness. Silence. Darkness.
PETRA WOKE IN a small, dark room. The heavy thrum of machinery reverberated through the walls and floor, rattling through her aching head. She pressed her fingers to her forehead.
She wasn’t dead.
The smell of grease and polish wafted through a vent in the floor, and she felt a faint warm breeze from the whirring gears beyond. She sat up, every muscle in her body sore, her back and sides littered with bruises. A bandage covered her leg where the metal had speared her calf, and her trouser leg had been torn away, cut off just below the knee. She could feel the pull of stitches sewn across the wound, itching like mad.
Kneading her temples, she surveyed the room she was in—a metal cube with a metal door, no windows, only the narrow, horizontal vent set into the floor. Through the vent grate she could see dim brass light, a familiar sight. She was below the city proper, held prisoner in the upper levels of the subcity.
The memory of the automaton and the attempt at escape came back to her in vague, unfocused thoughts, but she recalled the gist of what had happened. At least they destroyed the automaton. She could take solace in that.
Three days, she stayed in the cell. She counted the hours by the chime of the bell tower. The cell was not far from the tower, putting her somewhere beneath the first quadrant. Each day, she paced her prison, stretching her aching muscles, testing her weight on her injured leg, listening for the slightest sound apart from the subcity. Guards patrolled the hall outside her cell, stopping once in the morning to shove a meager breakfast through the door, and once in the evening to exchange her chamber pot and give her supper, before carrying on with their business. The Guild, or perhaps the police, had taken her screwdriver and pocket watch—and her shoes. She wished she had thought to hide the screwdriver before she was captured. With it, she could dismantle the floor vent and escape through the subcity channels. She tried to work the screws loose with her fingernails, but to no avail.
Finally, on the fourth day of her imprisonment, the door to her cell opened. Men in stark black suits dragged her from the subcity prison, up six flights of stairs, and into an imposing, dark wallpapered room. Several lanterns flickered above a high table, curving along the full width of the chamber. A dozen men sat behind it, their faces grotesque in the greenish gaslight, surveying her with a mixture of pity and disgust. The rest of the room remained in utter darkness.
The men in suits threw her into a hard chair in the center of the room and strapped her in, the leather belts cutting into her wrists and ankles as they secured her to the chair.
Half-starved and exhausted, she didn’t have the energy to fight them.
“Petra,” whispered a warm voice to her right. “Is that you?”
“Emmerich.” She stretched her hand toward him, struggling against the leather strap around her wrist. She wished to entwine her fingers in his, to feel him next to her, but she could not reach him.
“Petra, you need to trust me,” he whispered, his words rushed. “I—”
“Quiet!” bellowed a deep voice, shouting them into silence. “There will be no speaking between the accused.”
Someone behind the table cleared his throat and stood, his glasses reflecting the harsh electric light—Vice-Chancellor Hugh Lyndon. The light deepened the shadows of his face, and as he spoke, his gravelly voice echoed through the chamber, though not with the edge of triumph she expected. “Miss Wade, you have been brought before this tribunal to stand trial for vandalism, trespassing, and assault.”
A brief silence followed his words, and another man stood up, his face coming into the light as he leaned forward onto the long table. Emmerich’s father. “And treason, Vice-Chancellor,” he said. “Do not forget the worst of her crimes.”
Lyndon narrowed his eyes at Emmerich’s father, meanwhile worrying at the chain of his pocket watch. “And treason,” he said slowly, turning to face Petra again. “Do you understand the charges, Miss Wade?”
She stared forward, her heart thundering in her chest.
“Affirming your understanding of the charges is not an admission of guilt,” said Lyndon, the lines in his face softening. “We merely must establish the matters to be discussed here. The charges, Miss Wade—do you understand why you are here?”
Petra swallowed the lump in her throat and fidgeted in her chair. “Yes,” she said weakly.
Nodding gravely, Lyndon turned his attention to Emmerich. “Mr. Goss, you have been brought before this tribunal to stand trial for vandalism, assault, and treason. Do you understand the charges?”
There came no reply.
“Mr. Goss?”
“No,” he said quietly. “I do not.”
“Three days past,” said Lyndon, “with the assistance of Miss Wade, you destroyed Guild-owned machineries, assaulted three Guild council members—including myself—and through your indiscretion, passed classified information to Guild opposition. You deny this?”
“I deny voluntary involvement, sir,” replied Emmerich, his voice stilted. “I was forced into an arrangement with the anti-imperialist movement.”
There was a collective murmur across the table.
Petra turned her head toward Emmerich, but he was shielded by darkness. “What are you doing?” she hissed. He did not answer.
“Do continue,” said Emmerich’s father.
Emmerich released a heavy sigh and continued in the same stilted voice. “When I discovered that my relationship with . . .” He hesitated and cleared his throat. “ . . . with Miss Wade was in fact a plot by the anti-imperialists to obtain Guild secrets, I attempted to end my associations with her and report her to the Guild authorities, but she learned of my intent to betray her, threatening to end my life should I refuse to aid her.”
Petra listened in open-mouthed shock to the lies pouring from Emmerich’s mouth, unwilling to believe that he would betray her to the Guild like this, that he would condemn her to a traitor’s death, but still he went on.
“The plan was to obtain the designs for the defensive automaton, as commissioned to me by the Guild, deliver the schematics to anti-imperialist leaders, and then destroy the Guild prototype from within.”
“What objective did these radicals hope to achieve by stealing the automaton designs?” asked Emmerich’s father.
Emmerich remained silent, but Petra could hear him breathing forcefully beside her. She wished she could see him, if only to look into his eyes and discern the truth behind these lies, but the chamber remained dark, only the long table and the men behind it illuminated by the dim light.
Mr. Goss slammed his hand against the table. “Answer the question, or your allegiance will be of suspect. What was their goal?”
Emmerich exhaled a sharp breath. “War.”
The men behind the table exchanged heightened mumbles and meaningful glances. One of them leaned forward. “With who? What nation sent her?” he asked, gesturing to Petra.
She finally found her voice. “No one sent me!” she said. “I am not a spy!” She struggled in her chair, unable to move. “This is all lies!”
“Miss Wade,” said Vice-Chancellor Lyndon, his gravelly voice clear and sharp amidst the clamor of his colleagues. “Be silent.” She could not help but cower at the warning in his tone.
“How long have we known of this plot?” demanded one man.
“This cannot be the work of mere radicals,” said another. “France must be behind this.”
“The Luddites attack—it was led by an anti-imperialist, was it not?”
“We are vulnerable.”
“If war is coming, we must prepare.”
Lyndon smashed a gavel against the table, bringing the room to silence. “We will conduct further investigations to determine the truth of this matter,” he said, his eyes hovering on Petra. “Miss Wade, you are presently charged with vandalism, trespassing, assault, espionage, and treason. If you are found guilty after our deliberations—”
A man two seats to the right of Lyndon slammed his fist on the table—Mr. Fowler, the man who had confronted them at the University. “This requires no further investigation,” he said. “She is guilty, and she deserves death, Vice-Chancellor. The Royal Court would sentence her for no less than capital punishment.”
Hushed murmurs echoed throughout the chamber.
“She is only a child,” Lyndon said, defending her. He glowered at Mr. Fowler. “You cannot sentence her to hang, whatever her crimes.”
“She is a traitor to the Guild and to the Crown. She must be punished.”
“As Vice-Chancellor, I have decided that the matter requires more investigation,” he said firmly, banging his gavel against the table like a hammer. “Petra Wade will be detained in the subcity prison until further notice. Emmerich Goss is released from custody, all charges dropped. That is my final word on the matter.”
The Guild council descended into a low drone of murmured discussion as Mr. Fowler stormed from the room, slamming the door behind him. Vice-Chancellor Lyndon sat down behind the table, kneading his fingers across his brow, and Emmerich’s father looked triumphant in the ghastly glow of the dim lanterns, leering at her with a self-satisfied smirk.
They released Emmerich from his seat first, and his hand clasped around hers. “Petra, you have to trust me on this,” he said quietly. “I will get you out.” Then he was gone.
She fumed, anger rising up in her chest as the lies replayed in her mind. He had betrayed her, blamed her for everything so he could be a free man, and now the Guild wanted her dead for it.
As the men released the straps on her arms and legs, she did not fight them or try to escape. She kept her head down as they led her back to her prison cell—a doomed woman. With at least half the Guild council clamoring for her head, and the word of both Emmerich and his father against her, how could she hope to prove herself innocent? No one would listen to her word over theirs. It was all lies, from the very beginning. All along Emmerich must have planned to give her up if they were caught.
When they deposited her in her cell, Petra sat on the floor, her face in her hands. It didn’t make sense. Why did he betray her to such an elaborate lie? It was utter nonsense—the involvement with anti-imperialists, the threats on Emmerich’s life, the conspiracy to steal designs from the Guild . . . None of it was true, and yet the Guild council had believed him. She ran the court proceedings through her mind time and time again, trying to connect the hidden meanings behind Emmerich’s accusations, his lies, but none of it made any sense to her. She was torn between hating him for betraying her to the Guild and wishing he were there to tell her everything would be all right—a maddening dichotomy made worse by the fact that she hadn’t been able to see him at the trial. With but one glimpse at his face as he lied to the Guild, she knew she would have understood his meaning, what game he was playing, whether he truly was betraying her or lying to the Guild for some other end. He had told her to trust him, but how could she, after what he had said?
The only thing she could be certain of now was that the Guild was preparing for war—first, the corruption of the automaton, and now the anti-imperialist agenda against the Guild and Great Britain. If war was the goal, Emmerich had made certain to push the council to the brink of it, all with a handful of lies and someone to pin them on. But why?
She laid back on the hard metal and stared at the ceiling of her cell, wishing to talk to Emmerich. Right now, he was the only person who could begin to make sense of it all.
The day after the trial, the door to her cell opened. The sudden light blinded Petra, and panic seized her heart as two figures stepped into view. She expected the men in suits again, ready to take her to the gallows, her fate decided, but only one of them entered the cell, descending on her with a tight hug. She breathed in the familiar coaly scent and pushed him back in shock.
“Solomon?” She stared at her brother. “What are you doing here?”
“Emmerich sent me,” he said. “I came as soon as I could.”
Her heartbeat quickened at the name, and she searched her brother’s dark eyes, so full of concern. “What’s going on?”
“I don’t have long,” he said, pressing a parcel into her hands. “When you’re free, go to the boilers and hide in the alcove behind the foreman’s tower. I’ll meet you there before my next shift. We can talk then.” With his arms around her, his voice dropped to a whisper. “Emmerich’s sorry for what he had to do. He would have come himself, but—”
“Boy,” said a man at the door, his voice gruff. “They’re coming.”
Solomon took a step back and squeezed her shoulders. “Whatever Emmerich did, he did it to protect you. He wanted me to tell you that.” He brushed her hair from her eyes and planted a kiss on her forehead. “Good luck.”
As darkness once again descended on the cell, she clutched the package in her hand, recognizing the familiar weight of a screwdriver within the folded paper.



 
Chapter 13
PETRA WASTED NO time dismantling the ventilation grate. Four screws held the vent to the floor, easily removed with the screwdriver. Tucking the tool in the waist of her trousers, she dropped her bare feet through the hole and carefully lowered herself into the subcity. The sharp edges caught her thighs and hips, pressing painfully into her yellowing bruises, but with a grunt of concentrated effort she managed to shimmy her petite figure through the vent.
Hanging by the edges of the opening, she searched for a foothold by the dim light reflecting off the brass pipes, but there were no couplings, railings, or catwalks within her reach. The nearest flat surface was at least thirty feet beneath her, a crippling drop even without her injuries. There was, however, a pipe not too far away. If she could swing onto it, she could carefully edge her way down to the landing. Her fingers began to sweat, slipping on the cell floor.
She did not fear the blackness below, but Emmerich was not here to grab hold of her should she lose her footing. Damn him. As much as she tried to be angry with him for putting her in this situation, she couldn’t. He had sent Solomon to her, bringing both a means of escape and an apology. She didn’t know what the hell was going on, but she wanted to believe in what Solomon had said—that Emmerich knew what he was doing. It would have been nice if he’d given her some clue, some explanation—more than a vague request of trust. Machines would never be so unreliable. Life had been simpler when she did not care for anyone, when all she needed was a screwdriver in her hand and a clock to fix.
Petra moved her hands to one side of the opening and carefully rocked her body forward. She swayed backward, gently building momentum. Her fingers slid, losing her grip on the floor above, only her fingertips still clinging to the edge of the vent. With as much effort as she could muster, she swung forward and let go of the vent opening, seized with weightless free fall.
She banged into the pipe, throwing her arms around it as she fell. Her body scraped against the hot metal, but she gripped the pipe tighter with her arms and legs, her sore muscles aching with the effort. She slid over a coupling, nearly breaking her grip when the metal joint slammed against her knees and pelvis, and knocked her chin as she slipped past it, but still did not let go. She finally skidded to a stop, far below the catwalk and even farther below the prison cell. She wondered how long it would be before the guards found her cell empty.
She climbed farther down then, searching for the next catwalk. Far above, the bell tower struck four in the afternoon. Had things gone differently, she would be leaving the pawnshop at that precise moment, perhaps planning to spend the afternoon with Emmerich. She would rather be with him, oblivious to the Guild’s plans, spending a hot afternoon in Pemberton Square, perhaps sneaking a kiss in an alleyway. She wanted to hate him, but her feelings for him battled against her anger. She remembered the touch of his lips on hers, the feel of his hair in her fingers, the warmth of their bodies pressed together.
Petra stepped onto a narrow catwalk, the metal cool against her bare feet. The air was cold and tangy here, a stark contrast to the air just beneath street level. She had traveled so deep into the subcity, she could smell the salty seawater the engineers pumped into the purifiers. She had never been so far beneath the city. It felt strange and serene being beyond the sound of gears and turbines—the only sounds she heard were the bubbling of the purifiers and the swish of water pumped up through the pipes—but at the same time it was unnatural, unnerving. She missed the grating, grinding, rocking, and ticking of the subcity she had grown to love as a child.
Very few engineers worked in the deep parts of the subcity, but Petra hid from those she saw in case they had been alerted about an escaped prisoner loose beneath the city. She climbed ladders and darted across catwalks, carefully heading toward the fourth quadrant. No one saw her, or if they did, they did not try to stop her.
She left the eerie silence behind, ascending into the racket of gears, cranks, wheels, and steam, making her way toward the boilers below the fourth quadrant. As she neared the surface, her heartbeat quickened, the dangers of her situation suddenly catching up with her—accused of espionage and treason against the Guild, and now an escaped prisoner with nowhere to run. All her cards were in Emmerich’s hands now. She only hoped she was right to still believe in him.
Petra found the agreed meeting place near the foreman’s tower and stealthily crept into the narrow alcove, exhausted and weary from the long climb out of the depths of the first quadrant to the boilers. Lying down beneath the curvature of a row of pipes so she wouldn’t be seen by any of the boiler workers who might pass by, she closed her eyes and basked in the imposing warmth of the boiler room, the air hot and thick with moisture. The scents of burning coal and vented steam lulled her into a dreamy blankness, just living there in the moment, with the sounds of furnace grates snapping open and shut, the shovel of coal, the hiss of steam, the vibrations of far off machines resonating through the floor. To her, this was as good as home.
It was hours later before Solomon arrived, and by then she had drifted off to sleep, nestled comfortably out of sight. Her brother shook her awake and pulled her into a tight hug.
“Sol,” she said sleepily. “I can’t breathe.”
He released her and took her face in his hands, searching her eyes with worry. “I’m just glad you’re all right,” he said, kissing her on the forehead. “After what you told me the other night, about the Guild and the risks of what you were doing . . .” He sighed. “I’m just glad we got you out of there before the worst happened.”
“Solomon, what’s going on? Where’s Emmerich?”
“He’s fine—worried about you, but fine. Right now you need to focus on getting to safety. Emmerich is working to clear the charges against you, but it will take time. Until then you need to lie low. Here.” He drew a letter out of his pocket and handed it to her. “It’s from Emmerich.”
Petra unfolded it and read the brief note, scrawled in Emmerich’s hand:
Please forgive me for what I said, for what I did. I know you must be angry with me, but please believe me when I say that I did it to ensure your safety. I am afraid I cannot explain any more in a letter. Things are more dire than I thought.
Send word to my housekeeper Kristiane once you are safe. She can be trusted and will ensure that I receive the message. Your brother has the address.
Be careful.
She stared at the words on the page, trying to find meaning beyond the cryptic sentences that seemed to say everything and nothing all at once. She glanced up at her brother. “I don’t understand. What am I supposed to do? Where am I supposed to go?”
“As soon as the bell for the shift change rings, you need to leave with the rest of the workers,” said Solomon. “Go to Norris’s house, and send word to Emmerich once you are safe.” He pushed a second piece of paper into her hands. “That’s the address.”
“You want me to go to Norris Holland’s place?”
“It was the only place we could think of where the Guild wouldn’t look for you. Mr. Stricket’s and the shop are right out, and you can’t go home. After what happened with Tolly, I knew you couldn’t go there either, so that left Norris’s place. You’ll be safe there. The Guild doesn’t know about him.”
“How can you be so sure?”
Her brother sighed. “You just have to trust me. You have to trust Emmerich.”
Petra pressed her lips together. “Sol, he’s the one who accused me. Because of what he said, the Guild council thinks that I’m a traitor, an anti-imperialist spy. I could hang.”
“I know,” he said. “Trust me, I don’t agree with what he did, but he kept his word and got you out of there. You’re here now. That’s what matters.”
The bell atop the foreman’s tower blared overhead, and there was a clatter of shovels and furnace grates as the workers left their stations and headed toward the catwalks.
“I have to go,” said Solomon, taking his hat off and placing it on her head. He brushed her bangs from her eyes and held her face in his hand for a moment. “And so do you. Leave with the rest of the workers, and go to Norris’s house. He’s expecting you.” He wrapped his arms around her one more time, planted a kiss on her cheek, and then regarded her carefully, bracing her shoulders. “Good luck.”
She forced a smile. “Thanks, Sol.”
Joining the throng of weary coal-shovelers, she reached the fourth quadrant back exit, the same staircase she and Emmerich had used to visit the subcity all that time ago. She stopped at the railing and looked out over the rows of boilers, not wanting to leave. No comforts awaited her on the surface. She could not return home or to the shop. As soon as the prison guards discovered her cell was empty, they would send bobbies to the fourth quadrant, if they hadn’t already. They would scour Pemberton, Andover, and Medlock, checking her usual haunts. Whether they knew of her absence yet, she could not know, but she had the feeling her luck had nearly run out. She watched Solomon take his place in front of a furnace and grasp his shovel. She had to trust him—and Emmerich. She had to believe that they knew what they were doing.
She followed the other workers up the spiral staircase and through the narrow door. When she stepped out into the street, she almost expected hands to grab her and drag her back to the prison cell, or take her straight to the gallows. Instead, she was met with rain—fat, gray droplets of cloudy water pinging against the pipe-laden, metal roofing. The rain was heavy enough to obscure her passing, and not many people would be out in this sort of weather. Perhaps luck would stick with her a moment longer.
Petra crossed through an alley, following a path dirty with years of grime and neglect. Norris’s house was on the other side of the fourth quadrant, nestled into a row of houses that had once known better days. Sticking to the alleys, she made her way to his door and raised her hand to the knocker, rapping the iron ball hard against the wood. The rain soaked through her clothes and splattered on the brick pavers, coming down harder than ever. When no one came to the door, she felt a twinge of panic rise in her throat. She knocked a second time, and finally the door cracked open.
Norris peered out from the dark house, his wavy blond hair combed to the side. He looked her up and down, taking in her sodden clothes and bare feet. “Well, you’re a mess,” he said, opening the door wide.
“Thanks,” she said dryly. Shivering from the rain, she stepped inside.
She hadn’t been to the Holland home in ages, and it looked no better than the last time she lost her wages at the card table—smoke-stained wallpaper peeling away from the edges, sagging and broken furniture, and a mauve threadbare carpet thrown across the dark wood floor.
“I hear you’ve been sentenced to hang,” said Norris. He leaned against the wall and picked his fingernails. He smelled of cigar smoke. “Is that what it takes for you to come for a visit these days?”
“I’ve been busy.”
“So I’ve heard,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest and regarding her with an arched eyebrow. “What is it you did? Sol wouldn’t say.”
“It’s better you don’t know,” she said, running her fingers through her wet hair. Rainwater dripped from her clothes onto the floor. “You wouldn’t happen to have a towel, would you? And something dry to wear? I’m soaked through, in case you didn’t notice.”
“Oh, I noticed,” he said, a sly grin lifting his lips. “And I think I like this look on you,” he added, arching his eyebrows as his eyes trailed down her wet clothes. “It suits you.”
“Don’t even think about it, Norris,” she said, pointing an accusing finger at him as she shielded herself from his gaze. “I’m not one of your dollymops.”
He laughed. “That you aren’t, love.”
Petra folded her arms over her chest and waited for Norris to fetch her a towel. She was wet, cold, and alone, and she wanted nothing more than to leave this wretched place. But as much as she despised Norris and his penchant for crude remarks, she knew it was the safest place for her to be. Solomon was right, of course. The Guild knew nothing of her friendship with Norris and wouldn’t think to look for her here.
Norris returned with a towel, and she started drying her hair.
“Can I borrow some clothes?” she asked. “Something decent, mind.”
Norris led her to his bedroom, and she waited in the doorway as he dug through his wardrobe, fetching trousers, some linen underthings, and a shirt. She didn’t doubt he had women’s clothes hidden somewhere in his room—considering his reputation—but she did not complain; she had grown to like trousers, glad to not have to bother with a chemise or petticoats.
Norris handed her the bundle of clothes.
“You wouldn’t have any spare stockings or shoes, would you?” she asked.
Norris gave a little bow. “Anything for the lady.”
He grabbed some stockings from a drawer at the bottom of his wardrobe and plucked a pair of shoes from next to the door. He squeezed into the doorway, almost nose-to-nose with Petra, and placed the shoes and stockings in her arms along with the clothes.
She fidgeted uncomfortably at his closeness and tried to shrink into the door frame. “Norris . . .”
He smiled his devious grin and chuckled. “You make it too easy, Petra,” he said, leaving the confined doorway and heading into the living room. He plopped down on the sofa and regarded her with a smile. “Should I promise not to peek while you change?”
She glared. “You wouldn’t.”
He merely shrugged.
Narrowing her eyes, Petra closed the bedroom door between them and pressed flat against it, not willing to stake her modesty on Norris’s word. She changed out of the wet clothes, dried her cold, damp skin, and pulled on the dry garments, securing the trousers with a pair of suspenders. The shirt smelled distinctly of tobacco and shaving cream.
After laying her wet clothes over the broken radiator against the wall, she regarded her appearance in the full-length mirror. The rain had washed away most of the grime and filth she had accumulated over the past week, as well as the dried blood from her leg wound.
Norris knocked on the door. “Are you changed, love?”
“Yes,” she called. “You can come in now.”
Petra turned back to the mirror, trying to organize her hair into something other than a tangled mess. Behind her, Norris strode into the room and sat on the edge of the bed, watching as she twisted her hair into a bun. Petra was aware that if he wanted to, he had every opportunity to take advantage of her—just the two of them, alone, in his house, in his bedroom—and yet, he didn’t. Tolly would have, but Norris was not Tolly. He was worse in some ways, with his whoring, gambling, drinking, and smoking—not to mention the way he talked to her—but he never made any advances on her, never took any liberties with their familiarity.
She finished her hair and then sat down on the low bench next to the wardrobe, pulling on the borrowed stockings and oversized shoes.
“Going somewhere?” asked Norris.
“There’s something I need to do.” She stood and fetched the folded note from her wet trousers, Emmerich’s home address scribbled across the soggy paper. She repeated the address over and over in her head, committing it to memory before squishing the note into pulp and tossing it into the fireplace.
“You’re a wanted criminal, you know,” he said, following her out of the bedroom and into the living area. “They’ll be looking for you.”
“Not until they find out I left.” It had been a few hours since she escaped, and if they fetched her supper tray untouched, surely they would check in on her. By her estimation, she had a half hour before that happened, plenty of time to let Emmerich know she was safe.
“Well, as soon as they do, bobbies will swarm the place searching for you. They’ll be looking for a girl in boys’ clothing,” said Norris. “Stay here, love. You’ll be safe with me.”
“I appreciate the concern, Norris, but I have someplace to be.” She crossed the room to the front door, but as she laid her hand on the handle, Norris gripped her by the arm.
“Your brother sent you here to stay.”
Petra jerked her arm free. “I’ll be back soon.” She opened the door, greeted by the rain.
“At least take my coat,” said Norris, reaching across her to fetch his jacket from the coatrack. He carefully draped it over her shoulders and set a newsboy cap on her head, hiding her hair. With a sigh, he laid his hand on her shoulder, concern in his eyes. “Be careful, Petra, and hurry back.”
“I will.”
Turning up the collar of her coat, she stepped once again into the rain and headed for the second quadrant.



 
Chapter 14
PETRA CREPT TOWARD Farringdon Crescent under the protection of the rain, keeping the collar of Norris’s coat turned up against spying eyes. The moment the alert went out for her arrest, every gossiping lady and duty-bound gentleman would be on the search. She could not afford to be noticed, not even by a door boy. She passed clusters of shoppers, huddled beneath shop awnings and umbrellas. The trolley-lift whizzed overhead, its wheels pushing water from the guide rails into the street. Men bolstered their umbrellas like shields against the torrent, and women lifted their heavy, sodden skirts above their ankles. No one glanced her way, all too preoccupied with the rain to care about a boy wandering down the street. Petra realized she should have kept her wet clothes on. She was again soaked to the bone, Norris’s coat doing little to buffer the rain.
She found the address, a quaint little town house set in the middle of Farringdon Crescent—white-washed brick, wrought-iron accents, and an impressive bay window to the left of the royal blue door. There were no bobbies in sight.
The dining room beyond the rain-streaked glass hosted a number of people. Emmerich’s father sat at the head of the table, surly and glowering. A woman she guessed was Mrs. Goss sat at his right, her back ramrod straight and porcelain hands poised daintily above her plate. Next to her was a young lady Petra did not recognize, and next to her sat Emmerich, looking rather bored. He shared a polite smile when the girl next to him laughed, but the smile did not reach his eyes. On the other side of the table sat a young gentleman, and two other young ladies Petra didn’t recognize.
Petra watched Emmerich from outside, hardly noticing the rain splattering against her face. She admired the dimple in his cheek when he spoke and the way his hair fell around his eyes. The girl next to him placed her hand on his wrist—a light, deliberate touch—and she demurely batted her eyes at him, a triumphant grin playing on her lips.
A sudden swell of anger rose within Petra’s chest, and she glared at the girl. “Don’t you dare touch my Emmerich,” she muttered. The sound of her own voice surprised her.
Emmerich casually drew his arm away, clasping his hands beneath his chin. The girl visibly pouted before engaging the young gentleman across from her in conversation. Emmerich’s eyes wandered to the window, and even through the rain, his eyes were as fiery as ever, blazing with the warmth of molten copper. Whether or not he could see her through the gray mask of rain, Petra did not know. How she wished to be close to him, to be in his arms again, gazing into those beautiful eyes.
She lifted her hand, a half wave in his direction. Emmerich stood up so fast he knocked his wineglass across the table, its contents spilling liberally onto the floor. He appeared not to hear his mother’s chiding or the shrieks of the girl next to him as she pointed out a maroon stain seeping into her vest. Petra lowered her arm, and Emmerich came to his senses and sat back down, apologizing to the girl as she dabbed at her clothes.
She could probably leave now that he knew she was all right, but he needed to know where to find her in case Solomon hadn’t told him the address. She wanted to speak with him face-to-face; she wanted him to explain everything he couldn’t put in his letter, everything that had made her doubt him since the trial.
Petra sloshed toward the front door, stomping up the stairs in her oversized shoes. She rapped three times on the door. Chairs scraped across the floor—one of them Emmerich’s, she guessed. She hoped he would be the one to answer the door. Should anyone else find her standing there, she would be shunted away or detained until the police arrived. She began to regret her haste.
Mrs. Goss’s voice rang out in a thick, throaty accent—French, from what Petra could tell. “Sit down, the both of you. We have maids for a reason. Kristiane, fetch the door.”
Petra exhaled a sigh of relief and waited for the door to open. Emmerich had said she could trust Kristiane. The door opened a crack and an older woman appeared, wearing a crisp black dress with white cuffs, her graying hair pulled tightly into a bun. With the door open, Petra could hear the dinner conversation amidst the clamor of forks and knives.
“I say, Victoria, have you found yourself a beau yet?” asked one of the young women.
“She is just thirteen,” said Emmerich’s mother. “Hardly old enough to have any admirers. I should expect to have a grandchild by Emmerich before young Victoria begins thinking of husbands.”
Both Victoria and Emmerich cried at once, “Mother!”
Marriage. Children. Petra hadn’t really considered either before. Always, her mind had been on machines, and as Tolly often told her, no man wanted to marry an engineer—they wanted a wife—and she had always assumed that she couldn’t have both a husband and a career. That was the way of things. But Emmerich could marry and start a family and still be an engineer. Why could she not have the same? Her heart thudded thickly in her throat. Could they not both get what they wanted?
Kristiane’s voice carried over the dinner conversation, snapping Petra’s attention back to the housekeeper standing in the doorway. “As I said, I’m sorry, sir, but the family is busy right now. Why don’t you come back another time?”
“Kristiane,” she said. “I—uh—I know we haven’t met, but—” She lowered her voice. “Emmerich said to contact you once I was safe.” She lifted the hat from her eyes and brushed her drenched hair aside. “I’m Petra.”
The housekeeper’s eyes widened, her eyebrows shooting up. “Oh goodness me. No wonder Master Emmerich is acting so unusual. Come. Get out of the rain.”
Kristiane opened the door wider and gestured for Petra to enter. She hesitated. Mr. Goss was a member of the Guild council. If he were to step out of the dining room and see her . . . She might as well have walked straight to the police house. Before she could communicate to Kristiane that she was fine standing on the landing, the woman ushered her inside. She grabbed towels from a hall closet and began dabbing Petra’s clothes. “Should I fetch Master Emmerich, Miss Wade?”
“Yes—erm—tell him it’s someone else, anyone else.”
Kristiane shuffled toward the dining room doors, and Petra listened to the conversation beyond.
“Now Emmerich, we all know your parents wish you to marry a woman of high social standing,” said one of the young women. “She makes no secret of that, nor do any of our parents. And, of course, who wouldn’t wish to see their daughter on the arm of esteemed Guild engineer Emmerich Goss?”
“You are quite blunt, Charlotte, if you don’t mind me saying so,” said Emmerich, saying her given name without the slightest hint of hesitation. Petra could almost see the smile on his lips as he spoke.
“Honesty is a virtue,” she replied. “I see no reason to disguise the truth, especially not in the company of friends. Because we are friends, are we not, dear Emmerich?”
At that moment Kristiane disappeared into the dining room.
“What is it?” snapped Mr. Goss.
“A Mr. Roland, sir, to see Master Emmerich.”
A chair scraped across the floor.
“Oh, sit down,” said Mrs. Goss. “Kristiane, we are having dinner. Do tell Mr. Roland to come back another time.”
“I am sure it will only take a moment,” said Emmerich.
“And be deprived of your company?” said Charlotte. “I think not.”
“Sit,” said Emmerich’s father firmly.
“Perhaps I should take a message?” asked Kristiane.
“That would be kind of you,” said Emmerich, scooting his chair back toward the table. “Thank you.”
Kristiane returned to the foyer, her mouth contorted into a frown. “What is it you would like me to tell him, Miss Wade?”
“Perhaps I could write it down,” said Petra.
Kristiane fetched a pad of paper and a pen from the desk and placed them in Petra’s hands. She began to scribble her message, though she had no need to write anything down. She only wanted to stay a moment longer, to hear Emmerich’s voice again, perhaps catch a glimpse of him, see his smile.
Emmerich spoke. “Charlotte, if I may, let me be a bit frank as well.”
“Oh, please do.”
“As the purpose of this dinner seems to be in the interest of procuring spouses, I must be honest with you and say that I have no interest in marrying either of you, and I mean that with the utmost deference to your character.”
“Chéri, how can you say such a thing?” asked his mother. “Miss Bordeaux and Miss Louis would make fine wives.”
“I have no doubt they will make fine wives for someone, but not me, Mother,” said Emmerich. “I did not mean to offend. I only meant that neither of them encompass the kind of woman I wish to commit myself to.”
Petra stared at the pen and paper in her hands, her heart racing. He must know she stood in the foyer, dripping water onto the floor, listening to his words.
“Are you spoken for?” asked the other young gentleman.
“A secret lover, brother?” said Victoria. “How scandalous.”
“Do tell us her name, Emmerich.”
“Enough,” said Mr. Goss, slamming his hands on the table. “This conversation is over. We will continue our dinner without such familiar chatter. Miss Bordeaux, Miss Louis, I apologize to you both on behalf of my son’s indiscretion. He should know better.”
Silence followed his voice, like the opposite of an echo.
Petra remembered the note and looked down at her short message:
I am safe. Staying with a friend, Kristiane knows the address. We need to talk.
She tore the page from the pad, folded it in half, and handed the note to Kristiane. “When Emmerich wishes to speak with me, you take his message to Norris Holland, fifteen Tilling Close, the north side of the fourth quadrant. I’ll be there.”
A racket of scooting chairs rose from the dining room.
“Emmerich, if you will join me in the parlor,” said Mr. Goss.
“You should go, miss. I will deliver the message,” said Kristiane, clutching the folded note to her chest. She opened the door and shoved Petra out.
Petra glimpsed back into the foyer. The French doors to the dining room swung open and Emmerich stepped into the hall, followed by the other gentleman. She could not help but smile at the sight of him—a tall, muscular figure, with his sharp jaw and dark hair, a striking profile in the light of the wall sconces. He glanced toward the door and their eyes met. He ran his fingers through his hair, a grin playing on his lips as his eyes took in the sight of her, drowning in her oversized clothing, soaked through with rainwater. His companion, admiring a painting on the wall, did not see her.
Petra smiled in return. Just one moment with him, a brief embrace, a tiny exchange of words—she yearned to be near him, if for only a second. She wished to trace the dimple in his cheek, twist his long hair through her fingers, bury her face in his warm chest and hear him say that everything would be all right.
The heavy footfalls of his father’s steps nearing the foyer interrupted the gaze between them. Happiness left Emmerich’s face and his eyes turned stern. Though he did not speak, she received the message.
She stepped onto the landing and Kristiane shut the door quickly behind her.
The rain had stopped. Warm sunshine replaced the torrent, heating the puddles of stagnant water into muggy vapors. Petra shed the heavy coat. It smelled of wet, mildewed canvas, a trace of cigar smoke on the cuffs. She folded the coat over her arm and descended the stairs. The sunlight teased her. Only luck would keep her hidden as she made the cross-city trek back to the Holland house.
Chroniker City was rarely a quiet place, always an endless flow of hustle and bustle through the streets—rickshaws and bundles of tourists clogging the thoroughfares, shoppers dawdling at shop doors and windows, and vagrants sitting on curbs, shaking tins of loose change. Not even the damp air and water-slicked streets quelled the surge of pedestrians. The rain kept ladies and gentlemen huddled beneath awnings and umbrellas, but the moment the clouds parted and the sun peeped out, people once again swarmed the streets.
She arrived at the edge of the University square hot, wet, and with blistered feet. The ebb and flow of foot traffic was lighter in the center of the city, most people’s business being in the first and second quadrants, but here, she could no longer hide in their throngs. She was out in the open now.
Several groups of students and Guild members milled in front of the University, deep in conversation with their peers or buried in books and papers. Petra kept her head down, pulling the brim of her sodden hat over her eyes. Every person enrolled at the University or in the employ of the Guild likely knew who she was now. Nearly everyone had seen her the day she and Emmerich tried to escape the University. They would know her face, know she had been arrested, tried, and sentenced. If someone recognized her—
Petra knocked into a middle-aged man mumbling about valve gears and equidistant curves. Keeping her eyes averted, she quickly sidestepped the man and circled around him while he muttered a mathematical formula to himself.
Her heart racing, she turned toward the fourth quadrant, but a firm hand gripped her by the shoulder. She spun around, expecting the engineer or a policeman, but instead she faced Tolly Monfore, his eyebrows drawn and mouth pressed into a frown.
“What the bloody hell are you doing?”
Petra wrenched her arm free. “It’s not your business, Tolly.”
“You think I don’t know what’s going on?” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “You were arrested, Pet—for treason. And I don’t expect they let you out by choice.” He grabbed her by the sleeve and dragged her through the square toward Medlock.
Petra dropped Norris’s coat and tried prying Tolly’s fingers from her sleeve, his knuckles white from the grip. “Tolly, let go.” Exasperated, she brought her fist down on his elbow, buckling his arm and breaking his grasp. Released from his grip, she staggered backward into a lamppost, and her hat fell from her head, her unruly tresses coming loose from her bun and tumbling down over her shoulders.
“I’m trying to help you,” he hissed, drawing close. “Petra, what if you’re caught? Come with me. I can keep you safe.”
“Stay away from me,” she said, shoving him away. She leaned over to fetch her hat and stiffened, her heartbeat quickening as she realized a handful of students stood nearby, staring at her. Her hair. She snatched the hat off the ground and wound her hair into a twist, hiding it away beneath the hat, but it was too late. They had recognized her.
“It’s you,” said the nearest one, stepping forward. “You’re that girl.”
“The spy,” said another.
Petra backed away, her breath caught in her throat. She felt her hands tremble.
“Find the constable,” said the student. “I’ll hold her until you get back.”
“The hell you will,” said Tolly, rolling up his sleeves as he stepped in their way.
One of the students shouted for help, and Tolly jumped him. But by then, a Guild copper—wearing the stark black suit of the militia—spotted them wrestling across the square and started toward them, drawing his baton.
Someone grabbed Petra’s arm and yanked her forward, waving to the copper. “Oi! Here’s the one you want. It’s her—the spy.”
Tolly tumbled free of the fistfight and landed a punch on the one holding her, breaking his grip on her arm. “Run,” he said, shoving Petra toward the square. “Go!”
With one last look at Tolly, she turned and ran.
She heard the shouts of the students behind her, the sound of the Guild copper calling for help, and she felt the eyes of everyone in the square upon her. Blood rushed in her ears, her pulse hammering like a hundred pistons. She slipped past the brink of the square and delved into the fourth quadrant. Sprinting through the alleys, she kept off Medlock, hoping to lose anyone who followed in the narrow, dead-end streets. She made it halfway down Tilling Street when the thought struck her to lead the coppers and bobbies off before going back to Norris’s house. But before she could make a decision, someone grabbed her, clamping a coarse hand over her mouth before she could yell out.
Her captor pulled her into the shadows of an alley and into a dark room. A door closed, blocking out the late afternoon light, and she struggled against whoever held her, breathing hard. But her captor was much larger than she was, and resilient. He held her close, hardly allowing her to breathe, much less make a sound.
“Quiet,” he hissed, his breath thick with the smell of tobacco. “Or they’ll hear you.”
Petra stilled. She recognized that voice—hoarse and weary—a voice she had heard most recently from the prison cell, when Solomon came to her with the screwdriver. She steadied her breathing and waited.
Footsteps echoed in the alley, and voices.
“I think she went this way.”
“Blast it! I thought they had her in the city prison.”
“No, we got the word an hour ago. She got out somehow.”
There was a disgruntled groan. “Why did no one fire up the alarms?”
Then they were gone, their footsteps trailing away into silence.
Finally, Petra’s captor released her. She whirled away and faced him, trying to see his face in the darkness of the room, but the shadows were deep, obscuring his features. She could just make out his familiar tattered clothing and scruffy beard—this was the man who had been following her. “Who are you?” she whispered. “Why have you been watching me? Why are you helping me?”
The man raised his hands in surrender. “I only do as I’m told, miss.”
Petra narrowed her eyes. He had helped Solomon with her escape, and now he had helped her evade the Guild coppers. But all those weeks of watching her, of lurking in the shadows outside the pawnshop . . . “Who are you working for?”
“Someone with a mind to keep you safe,” he said, his voice low. “Now, you need to get back to Mr. Holland. The coppers know you’re out.” He glared at her then. “You shouldn’t have left to begin with. Now, come on. Let’s get you back.”



 
Chapter 15
PETRA WOKE TO someone hammering on a door. It was late, hours past midnight according to the clock above the wardrobe. She could only guess who would arrive at Norris’s house at such a late hour.
“All right. All right,” said Norris from the living room. The couch creaked, and Petra heard him shuffle across the floor. He slid the dead bolt back and opened the door. “Who the bloody hell are you, then?”
“Where is she?”
Petra’s heart nearly jumped out of her chest as she recognized the voice. Emmerich. She hastily flattened her hair and crawled out of bed, pulling one of Norris’s robes over her nightshift as she headed toward the bedroom door.
“I don’t know who you’re talking about mate,” said Norris. “No one here but me.”
“I’m not your mate,” said Emmerich.
“Aye, you’re not.”
“Are you Norris Holland?”
“I am.”
“Well, she left me a message, said to send word here. Now tell me where she is.”
“As I keep telling you, mate, I don’t know who you’re going on about.”
Petra curled her fingers around the door handle and pushed through into the living room. The hinges creaked, but neither of them noticed. Norris stood in front of the door with his arms crossed over his chest, barring Emmerich from entering the house, while Emmerich glared at him from the doorway.
“Emmerich,” she called, wrapping the robe tightly around her chest. “I’m here.”
“Petra,” he breathed. He shoved past Norris and strode toward her, gathering her up into his arms. He nuzzled her hair. “You’re safe.”
“Thanks to you.” She pressed her face into his chest and basked in the feel of his arms around her, holding her close, his breath warm against her skin.
“I wish I could have told you what was going on, but there wasn’t time,” he said, hugging her more tightly. “I know how angry you must have been, after what I said.”
“I thought you betrayed me,” she said quietly. “I thought—”
“I would never do that,” he said, breaking their embrace. “You mean everything to me.” He lifted his hands to her face and kissed her, drawing her into him with a slow gentleness that pulled the very breath from her lungs. Her heartbeat quickened and she reveled in the touch of his lips against hers, an ache filling her bones as she stood in his grasp, all the feelings she felt for him welling up inside her, yearning to burst free.
“Well, this is bloody perfect,” said Norris. “This isn’t a brothel, you know.”
Petra drew away from Emmerich with a frown. “You seem to use it like one,” she snapped, feeling a flush creep into her cheeks. She’d forgotten he was even there.
“Well, if you’d like your privacy, I’ll be in my bedroom.” He disappeared through the door and shut it behind him, leaving the two of them in the living area.
An awkward silence followed, seeming to amplify the distance between them, though they stood only inches apart. Her joy at seeing Emmerich again, of having his arms around her, dissipated as the events of the trial came to the forefront of her mind—the accusations, the lies, the imprisonment, and the danger she was now in because of him. With a tired sigh, she sat down in the overstuffed chair near the fireplace and kneaded her forehead.
Emmerich joined her on the armrest.
“You should have sent Kristiane,” she said wearily, looking up into his blazing eyes, wanting nothing more than to fold herself into his arms and kiss him again, to forget all that had happened since the moment of their first kiss. “You could have been followed. The Guild knows I escaped. They could be watching you.”
“No one followed me, Petra.” He stroked her cheek, speaking softly. “Don’t worry. Everything is going to be fine. I’ll figure this out and—”
“Fine?” she scoffed and gently pushed him away. She needed room to breathe, to think. “Emmerich, you accused me of treason and then busted me out of prison. We are as far from fine as we could possibly be.”
He cupped her face in his hands, his expression serious. “Petra, I need you to trust me.”
She wanted to. Looking into those eyes, she wanted to trust him, to believe that he could figure things out and make everything right. “Then tell me what’s going on. Why did you lie to the Guild council? Why did you let them believe I was a traitor and a spy?”
A frown weighed on his brow, and he stepped away, running his hand through his hair as he stared at nothing for a moment, a grim expression on his lips, his eyes hard. Inhaling a deep breath, he sat down in the armchair opposite Petra, rubbing his forehead with his fingers. When he finally spoke, his voice was soft. “After you were captured—after we were both captured—I was taken before Vice-Chancellor Lyndon and my father. My father insisted that you were a spy, that you had been trading Guild secrets to the anti-imperialists and that I had been a fool to trust you. But I knew you were no spy.”
“Then why blame me? If you knew it wasn’t me—”
“If I refused to give you up, then my loyalty to the Guild would have been in question, and I might have been imprisoned as well. Instead, Vice-Chancellor Lyndon proposed a deal: if I testified against you at the tribunal, they would let me go unpunished by the law.”
“So you sold me out.”
“I agreed to the terms, yes. It was a measured decision, Petra. I said those things so that we might both come out alive. What good would I have been to you if they imprisoned me as well? It was the only option I had, the only way I could be sure of your safety. Lyndon assured me that you would be under Guild protection until an investigation proved your guilt—or innocence—and I knew it would buy me time to prove that you were not who they claimed, but there wasn’t enough time before the trial to gather the evidence I needed to clear your name.” He clenched his jaw, his eyes darkening. “In truth, I found the opposite.”
“What do you mean?”
“Petra, there is evidence against you, hard proof of your involvement with anti-imperialists, of selling documents to enemies of the crown.”
“But—” She felt her heart seize in her chest. “That’s a lie.”
“I know that, but true or not, it is there. To the council’s eyes, you are guilty beyond question.”
“That’s why you helped me escape.”
He nodded. “After the trial, I feared that the council would turn you over to British authority, and I couldn’t—” His voice broke and he cleared his throat. “I knew that because of what I said, because of what Lyndon told me to say, you would hang, regardless of your innocence, and I couldn’t let that happen.”
Petra stared at the ashes in the fireplace, trying to make sense of what Emmerich was saying. “I don’t understand. Why go to the trouble of fabricating an anti-imperialist plot?”
Emmerich clenched his jaw, his eyes smoldering beneath his drawn brows. “It’s not a fabrication.”
“What?”
“The anti-imperialist plot is real. There is a spy within the Guild. We don’t know who, but there is evidence of someone selling schematics and build-plans to anti-imperialists across Europe, including designs for the automaton, which very few people beyond the council had access to.”
“You think the spy is someone on the council?”
“It is a possibility. The extent of the cover-up suggests someone of a high position within the Guild, someone with knowledge of secret projects such as the automaton and the ability to falsify evidence.” He narrowed his eyes, resting his hand on his chin. “If I were to guess, I would say it was either my father or Lyndon—or someone working directly for them.”
“The vice-chancellor? Your own father?”
“My father was most insistent about your involvement with the anti-imperialists, and both he and Lyndon pushed for my testimony against you.”
“But why would they betray the Guild—the crown?”
He pressed his lips together and sighed. “Petra . . . there’s more.”
“More?”
“I know the reason the automaton was converted into a war machine. The completion of the automaton was only the beginning. We destroyed it, but too late. The Guild has the designs, the instructions for its assembly—everything. They know it works; they’ve seen what it can do. Petra, they’re going to build an army.”
“For what purpose?”
“War.”
Petra blinked. “But we aren’t at war.”
“We will be. When we destroyed the automaton, it raised suspicion of enemies within the Guild, especially in light of the recent Luddite attack. My testimony against you was a final catalyst, something to drive the rest of the council to action. Most of the council is loyal to the British Empire, and if there was a threat of war, a threat of attack from the anti-imperialists, they would not hesitate to stand to arms and defend the Empire, if not outright retaliate against British enemies. By asking me to accuse you of being an anti-imperialist spy, both Lyndon and my father have driven the council to thoughts of retribution, born out of fear and mistrust for those who could dismantle everything they stake their lives upon. If the British Empire mobilizes, the other countries will react. They will have cause to attack.”
The grandfather clock next to the fireplace struck three o’clock in the morning, a deep gong ringing through the silence following Emmerich’s words.
“Petra, we have to stop them.”
She looked up at him, a determined blaze in his copper eyes. “How?”
“We already wrecked the automaton. If we destroy all traces of the design, halt manufacture at the source, perhaps we can delay production of the automaton army, buy ourselves time to discover the true traitor within the Guild, expose this conspiracy to start a war, and not least of all, clear your name. If we can reveal the truth, perhaps we can stop it.”
Petra stared at him, her heart rising up her throat. “Emmerich, what you’re suggesting . . . We can’t go up against the Guild council, against the orders of Parliament and the crown. We’re only two people. How could we begin to hope to succeed?”
“We cannot sit by and do nothing.” Emmerich stood and faced her. “Petra, this automaton is our responsibility. We created it. We must be the ones to make certain that the world never knows its menace.”
“I did not ask to build a war machine!” she said, jumping to her feet. “You can’t lay this responsibility on my shoulders, Emmerich.”
“I understand if you’re scared, but—”
“I am not scared,” she said, glaring at him with a fierce determination to hide the lie. She was deathly afraid—afraid of being caught, afraid of dying, afraid of losing Emmerich. “Just for the sake of argument, say we succeed. Say we destroy all traces of the automaton. What will happen then? If the Guild wants war, they’ll have war. Someone else will build another automaton, a greater, more devastating war machine, and then what? Will we be responsible for those too?” She stepped toward him, gently laying her hand on his arm. “Emmerich, be realistic. What can we possibly hope to accomplish?”
He narrowed his eyes and stared into the empty fireplace, his gaze calculating—the same look he got when he was in deep concentration, trying to figure out some mathematical hurdle in a design. “You’re right,” he said finally, glancing up at her. “If we want to end this—truly end it—we have to do more than destroy the automaton and its designs. We have to strike at the heart of the operation. We have to bring down the Guild.”
Petra laughed—a cold, hollow laugh. “Because that will be easier.”
He stared at her seriously. “Of course it won’t be easy. Nothing worth doing ever is.”
“You’re mad.”
Emmerich shrugged. “Maybe I am, but Petra . . .” He grabbed her by the shoulders and stared deep into her eyes, his own eyes afire with a feverish ambition. “If we succeed, if we root out the corruption within the Guild, we could rebuild. You could take your rightful place as chancellor of the University and the Guild, claim your name, your mother’s legacy, the legacy of her father and grandfather—the legacy of your family. Don’t you understand? You could change everything, Petra. You could change the world.”
Petra blinked at him, her heart racing. “You truly believe that?”
“I do,” he said more softly, lifting his hands to her face. “More than anything.”
“But if we failed . . .”
“Then we fail. But if we succeed, we could make a difference, Petra. We could prevent a war. We could build a new city—together.”
She searched his eyes, the sincerity of his voice ringing through every word. “You really think we could do it? You think we could stop a war, stop the Guild, just the two of us?”
He clasped her hands in his. “It’s worth trying, isn’t it?”
What was the worst that could happen? They would fail. Nothing would change. But if they succeeded, maybe they could make a difference. Maybe they could prevent a war. If Emmerich thought they could take down the Guild, then maybe it was possible; he didn’t believe in impossible things.
She felt a smile lift the corners of her mouth. “All right,” she said. “What do you want me to do?”
He squeezed her hands. “Wait here.”
“But—”
“Petra, it’s too dangerous for you to be out. If you left here again, if you were caught—”
“I can’t just stay holed up in this house, waiting for you to come back. If you want me to help you overthrow the Guild, then let me come with you.”
Emmerich shook his head. “The entire police force—blue coats and coppers alike—are out scouring the city, looking for you. I won’t risk you getting caught again. I won’t risk them shipping you off to London for high treason. Stay,” he said gently, cupping her face in his hands. “Give me time to arrange something, a way for us to be together. Trust me, Petra. I don’t want to be apart any more than you do.” He pressed his forehead against hers. “Please.”
She closed her eyes, breathing him in. “All right,” she whispered.
Emmerich pulled her into a kiss, leaving a fire dancing on her lips as he wrapped his arms around her and held her close to his chest. She felt his heart beat against her cheek, a steady rhythm of life. She didn’t want to let go. She curled her fingers into his hair, breathing in his rich, metallic scent, trying not to cry.
“It’s going to be all right,” he whispered, smoothing her hair. He kissed her forehead and rested his lips there, his breath tickling her hair. When finally he stepped back, he caressed the line of her jaw with his fingers, his eyes soft. “Everything will turn out fine. I promise.”
Petra raised her hand to his and pressed it against her cheek. “I trust you.”
He focused on the curvature of her mouth as his thumb traced the edge of her lips. “Be safe, Petra Wade.” His hand dropped away from her face and he stepped back toward the door, his gaze lingering on her as if he feared he would never see her again. Too soon he reached the front door, stepped outside, and was gone.
PETRA SLEPT FITFULLY, thoughts of conspiracies and nooses circling through her dreams. She woke in the late morning, more exhausted than when she went to sleep. Someone knocked loudly on the door.
She heard Norris pad to the door and open it. “You?” he said.
Petra had nearly forgotten—Emmerich was supposed to meet her. She combed her hair and quickly braided it over her shoulder, but when she walked into the living room, she didn’t see Emmerich at the door. Instead, a tall gangly man stood outside, wearing shabby clothes and sporting a short, dirty beard—her mysterious stalker.
Norris leaned against the doorway. “Are you sure?”
“Aye. I’d say you got five minutes, maybe ten.” The man tipped his hat. “Best be off.”
Norris cursed and eased the door shut, running both hands through his pale blond hair as he turned around. He spotted Petra standing in the doorway to the bedroom and dropped his hands to his sides, a pained look on his face.
She stepped forward. “Norris, what’s going on?”
He clenched his jaw and exhaled a sharp breath. “Tolly snitched on us. The coppers know where you are.” He grabbed his coat. “Get dressed. We need to leave. Now.”
NORRIS PEERED OUT of the alleyway and waved Petra forward. “It’s clear. No bobbies, love.”
Yet.
She would give almost anything to have rain. The clouds above the city were murky, gray, and swirling, but not a drop of rain fell from the sky, not even a light sprinkle. She looked up and down the street and then turned to Norris. “Who was that man that came to the door?”
He shrugged. “Don’t know for sure. No one knows his name or where he’s from. He just appears and disappears, knows everything going on at any given time. Eyes and ears of the fourth quadrant, he likes to say.”
“Is he a friend of yours?” she asked.
“I wouldn’t say that,” he said, checking around the next corner. “But if he was going to betray us, he already would have, if that’s what you mean.”
They crept toward Medlock, sticking to the alleys and side streets, eventually coming to the alley just opposite the pawnshop. It was hard to see beyond the front glass, but the shop appeared to be empty, no bobbies or coppers lurking about. She and Norris stole across the street and slipped into the back alley behind the shop, trying to stay out of sight. She felt like a regular criminal, sneaking about, hiding from the law and passersby.
When she came to the back door, she found it locked.
Norris slipped up to the door. “Move over, love,” he said, pulling two pins out of his sleeve cuffs. He quickly dispatched the lock, and Petra turned the handle and crept inside.
Before Norris could follow, she held her hand out to stop him. “I need you to go to 119 Farringdon Crescent. Speak with Emmerich Goss—or Kristiane, the housekeeper. Let one of them know that I’m here at the shop.”
Norris arched an eyebrow. “Is he that ‘friend’ of yours?”
“Yes,” she said. “Do this for me, please.”
He sighed. “All right. But you owe me. Remember that.” He tipped his hat with a charismatic grin and turned down the alley. “See you in a bit, love.”



 
Chapter 16
THE BACK ROOM of the pawnshop looked like it always had, littered with boxes of tickers that needed to be repaired, shelves stuffed full of documentation, and pawned items that had gone unclaimed. The shop smelled the same—dusty and metallic. But it didn’t feel the same. Petra once felt as if she belonged there, as if it was her home, but now she was a stranger, an intruder.
She crept toward the door that separated the back room and the main shop, where she found Mr. Stricket sitting behind the desk, humming to himself as he pored over pawn stubs and receipts. Beyond her sight, she heard the familiar sound of broom bristles scratching against the floor. He had hired someone else to do her work since her arrest. She wondered if the person had taken her place as his apprentice as well.
Petra softly cleared her throat, and Mr. Stricket started, dropping a stack of receipts to the floor.
“What is it, sir?” said his helper, a boy by the sound of his voice.
“Nothing, Colin. Finish sweeping up, if you will.”
Mr. Stricket bent down on his old creaky knees and picked up the receipts. Petra knelt next to the doorway. She would have helped him, but she didn’t want to attract attention from the boy. He might not take so kindly to a criminal in the shop. As Mr. Stricket gathered the receipts and stood, he gestured for the shop boy to come up to the desk. “Colin, my boy, would you run a correspondence to post for me?”
“Of course, sir.”
The broom handle clattered against the wall, and the boy’s footsteps neared the counter. Petra shrank into the shadow of a tower of boxes.
“I haven’t any stamps, so you will have to purchase a set.” Mr. Stricket fished out a few shillings from his pocket. He took a parts order and slipped it into a marked envelope. “Afterward, go on and head home. You’ve worked enough today.”
“Thank you, Mr. Stricket.”
The boy exited the shop, the little doorbell tinkling long after the door had closed.
Mr. Stricket lowered his glasses and let them hang by the chain around his neck, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “You can come out now, my dear.”
Petra stepped out from the back room, wringing her hands. “I’m sorry to bother you,” she said. “But I don’t have anywhere else to go. Is it all right if I hide out here for a bit? I’ll be out of your way soon enough.”
“Of course you can stay,” he said. “But why are you here? Has something happened?”
“Tolly has gone to the police, and I couldn’t stay where I was.”
Mr. Stricket clicked his tongue. “Foolish boy.” He sighed. “I heard why they arrested you. What nonsense.” He shook his head, frowning. “Well, you’ll be safe here for now. The police came around a few days ago, but when there was no sign of you, they went back to their usual business. If they come looking again, I’ll put them off.” He gestured toward the back room. “In fact, since you’re here, I have something I need your help with, an old cuckoo clock I can’t seem to fix. You have better eyes than I do, and poor Colin holds a screwdriver like he’s going to kill the machine, not fix it.”
Petra followed Mr. Stricket into the back room, not feeling so misplaced anymore. She could almost believe nothing had changed, that she was merely spending another evening repairing tickers with Mr. Stricket. She would give almost anything for it to be true, to be concerned with nothing more important than fixing a clock. Now, she felt as if the future of the world was on her shoulders.
She sat down at the worktable and began repairing the clock. In minutes, she had replaced the two warped gears and reassembled the movement. As Mr. Stricket returned the box of gears and springs to the clock case, a pang of regret twisted her heart. She wished she could stay here the rest of the night and come back every night after, as she had done for so many years, just forget about the problems of the world and fix clocks for the rest of her life.
Before she agreed to help Emmerich Goss, she had been simple shop girl Petra Wade. Now, she was Petra Chroniker—war machine builder, traitor, spy, and heiress.
Things had changed.
Mr. Stricket fastened the movement to the inside of the clock and adjusted the minute hand to the proper time. “I am grateful for the help, my dear,” he said, setting the clock aside. “These old hands don’t work as well as they used to, and poor Colin just doesn’t have the aptitude for it.”
“Sorry I haven’t been around much lately.”
He shook his head. “No, no. Don’t apologize. You’ve been busy.” He stood up from his chair and fetched a small box from the top shelf above the worktable. “Now, there was something else I wanted to show you while I have you here. You recall asking me about the ornamentation on the front of your pocket watch, yes?”
“Yes,” she said, her heart suddenly racing in her throat.
“I remember now where I had seen it before. The design of the letter is unique to the Chroniker family crest. It’s been so long since I last saw it, I’d nearly forgotten,” he said, holding the box atop his palm. “It’s interesting that you would have a pocket watch of the same design.”
Petra gravitated toward the tiny ring box. “May I?”
“Of course.”
She took the box into her hand and flipped the hinged lid back with a crisp pop. Within gleamed a familiar ring, the same ring her mother had been wearing the day she died. It was a man’s ring, thick-banded and clunky, and yet it had looked so elegant on her mother’s fingers.
She removed the ring from its box with trembling fingers and lifted it into the light, noticing hairline cracks in the gold plating, too uniform to be from wear. Where a stone should have been, the ring was ornamented with a two-headed raven, its wings at rest and an elaborate C engraved into a shield across its chest. A torch rose behind the bird, the flame a marquise garnet, and in place of the raven’s eyes gleamed tiny diamonds.
Encircling the raven were the words: mit meinen geist erstelle ich das unmögliche.
“It’s German,” said Mr. Stricket, flipping the magnifying lenses over his spectacles. He leaned over her shoulder and pointed to the words engraved into the gold. “ ‘With my mind, I create the impossible’—the Chroniker family motto. This here is an heirloom of our founders, and it should have passed on to the next Chroniker after the lady, but instead it ended up here. I’ve kept it all this time. Never tried to sell it,” he said wistfully. “Something like this is too precious to put a price on, a true artifact of this city’s history.”
To Petra, it was worth more than anything else in the world, the last piece of her mother’s legacy. She cautiously took the ring and slid it onto her right middle finger, the same place where her mother had worn it, but the band was much too large. The ring banged against her knuckle.
Disappointed, she moved to slide it off her finger and return it to the velvet-lined box, but as she touched the sides of the band, the raven’s wings twitched. The feathers ruffled, and in tiny increments the wings rose into a position of full flight, the band slowly tightening around Petra’s finger. She raised the ring to her ear, and sure enough, she heard the brassy ticking of a clockwork movement inside. In just a matter of seconds, the ring fit perfectly around her finger. Then the raven’s wings returned to their original position, and the ticking within stopped.
She couldn’t help but grin, a swell of familial pride rising within her.
If only she hadn’t lost the pocket watch and the screwdriver to the Guild. She wanted to hold onto the ring, to keep it, but she couldn’t take it from Mr. Stricket, not without telling him the truth. At least she could take comfort in the fact that Mr. Stricket would keep the ring safe. Because of him, some small part of her mother, of her family’s legacy, still survived.
“And if I’m not mistaken . . .” continued Mr. Stricket, examining the ring through the many magnifying glasses over his spectacles. “The C upon your watch is identical to this ornamentation, is it not? Shall we have a look to compare?”
Petra’s heart sank. “I—I don’t have it with me,” she said. “The Guild—when I was arrested, they took my things, including the watch.”
“I see,” he said, adjusting his glasses. “Fascinating, isn’t it? That you would have a watch with the Chroniker family crest. Are you sure you don’t know how you came by it?”
She glanced at him, her mentor and greatest supporter. She could tell him the truth. He might even believe her. “Well,” she said, her heartbeat quickening. “About that . . . I—”
There came a knock on the alley door, and Mr. Stricket hurriedly gestured her into the workroom and closed the door behind her, concealing her from view. Petra held her breath and waited, listening as Mr. Stricket crossed the back room and opened the door to the alley.
“Can I help you?”
“Are you Mr. Stricket?” asked a familiar voice.
Petra relaxed against the door, exhaling a relieved sigh.
“That would be me, yes,” answered Mr. Stricket.
“I don’t know if you know of me, sir, but I’m Emmerich Goss, a friend of Petra’s—of Miss Wade’s. I’ve come to take her somewhere safe. I wasn’t followed.”
Petra cracked open the workroom door to find Emmerich standing in the doorway. He smiled when he saw her. “It’s all right, Mr. Stricket,” she said. “He’s a friend.”
“I suppose I do recall seeing him hanging about the shop some weeks ago,” he said, a smile lifting his lips. “Always disappeared at the end of your shift.”
Petra blushed.
“I am sorry that we haven’t yet had the pleasure of meeting, sir,” said Emmerich. “It is an honor to meet the man who taught such a fine engineer.”
It was Mr. Stricket’s turn to redden. “She has an innate talent for it. I merely gave her the opportunity to learn.”
“All the same,” said Emmerich. “You did her a great justice teaching her mechanics despite the fact she is a girl.”
“Yes, well I never bought into the idea that women couldn’t be engineers. Our late Lady Chroniker was one of the best, was she not?”
“Indeed, sir.”
“Emmerich,” said Petra. “Where’s Norris?”
His smile evaporated. “He went home to detain any policemen lurking about. We should leave here as soon as possible.”
“Where will we go?”
“I have an idea.”
They bid their farewells to Mr. Stricket, who hugged Petra before letting them out the back door. He placed a light, whiskery kiss on her cheek and turned to Emmerich. “Take care of her, my boy,” he said, shaking his hand.
“I will, sir.”
Mr. Stricket turned to Petra. “And you, my dear, promise you’ll stay out of trouble.”
“I’ll do my best.” She waved goodbye as Emmerich led her down the alleyway.
Around the corner, she glanced down at her hand and realized she still wore her mother’s ring. She paused, releasing Emmerich’s hand.
“What is it?” he asked, skidding to a stop in front of her.
“The ring. It’s not—” It wasn’t hers, she was going to say, but the lie fell quiet on her lips. She turned back toward the pawnshop. “I need to take it back.”
Emmerich grabbed her by the hand and dragged her on. “We don’t have time.”
Hand in hand they wove through the city’s lattice of streets and alleys. When they came to the second quadrant, they found Delaney Road crowded with finely dressed people carrying opera glasses and lorgnettes. Hawkers circled the crowd’s perimeter, shouting show times and ticket prices for the upcoming theater performances.
Petra caught only a glimpse of the flashing electric lights above the theater’s entrance before Emmerich pulled her into the next alley, delving deeper into the second quadrant.
“You should have come to stay with me in the first place,” he said, stopping in the middle of an alley.
He drew Petra into a tight hug, and she breathed in the dusty tweed scent of his coat and the metallic warmth of his skin. Abruptly, he broke the embrace and slid his hands into her hair, pulling her into a ravenous kiss, an insatiable hunger in his lips. When their lips parted, he smiled, brushing stray hairs from her face.
“What was that for?” she asked.
“I don’t know when I’ll be able to do so again.” He kissed her a second time, a delicate touch of their lips, and a third time on her nose. “Come on. We should get you inside.”
Emmerich led her to a whitewashed building and down a narrow set of stairs leading to a door hidden below the street. He knocked twice, and a young girl answered, fair-skinned and dark-haired, her eyes the same blue as the sky. Her cheeks flushed when she saw who was at the door.
“Master Emmerich,” she breathed. “I didn’t know you’d be coming down for a visit.” She fidgeted with her hair. “Would you like to come in for some tea?”
“Thank you, Josephine.”
Josephine led them into a dark, narrow hall, depositing them in a small, windowless sitting room while she fetched the tea. Emmerich sat down in one of two chairs and fiddled with the lid of a candy dish while they waited. Petra sat in the chair next to him and examined the room, sparse on decorations—assorted picture frames in varying shapes scattered along the walls, all in shades of blue and displaying a dried, pressed flower.
“Where are we?” she asked.
“This is the servant’s hall beneath my house,” said Emmerich.
Petra frowned. “What are we doing here?”
“If we are to make plans to bring down the Guild, we need a way to communicate on a regular basis without arousing suspicion. If you enter my family’s employ as a maid, we are guaranteed daily contact.”
“You want me to work as a maid?”
“Only for a short time.”
Josephine returned to the sitting room with a teapot, three cups, and half a dozen biscuits, which she sat on the table between the two chairs. “It’s been a while since you’ve visited, Master Emmerich. Haven’t seen much of you upstairs either, not for some months.”
“I have been a bit busy as of late, Josephine,” he said, pouring himself a cup of tea. “And I’m afraid that my visit today is on business, not leisure.” He gestured toward Petra. “This young lady is looking for work. I thought her presence might be welcome, as we are now short a maid.” He blew on the steaming tea and took a sip, eyeing Josephine over the teacup rim. “Can I leave her in your care? Mother will soon be wondering why I am not at dinner.”
The girl bowed her head. “Of course, Master Emmerich.”
“I will inform Kristiane that she is here by my appointment. I expect her to be ready for work in the morning.” He drained the last of his tea and placed the cup back on the tray. “For now, I must go. Thank you for the tea.”
“Thank you for the pleasure of your visit, Master Emmerich,” said Josephine, curtseying.
He inclined his head toward Josephine and then to Petra, and without another word left the sitting room. Petra felt suddenly empty without him, misplaced and ignored. She understood why he couldn’t show her affection in front of his servants, especially if they expected her to be a maid, but the lack of a proper farewell put a slight ache in her chest.
Josephine exhaled a deep breath the moment he disappeared down the hall. “Well, I suppose we should get you settled,” she said brightly. “I have to tend to the fires after dinner, so we don’t have long to acquaint ourselves, but I can show you to your room.”
She shuffled down the hall and snapped her fingers when Petra did not follow. She led her through a door at the end of the hall and into a small bedroom. “This is where you’ll be sleeping, sharing with me. We have a spare bed now; one of our girls recently married. No more mopping floors or cleaning fireplaces for her,” she said with a smile. She shuffled to a wardrobe on the back wall and threw open the doors. “Here is your standard uniform. Keep it clean and wrinkle-free. The mistress of the household is most particular about the state of our uniforms.”
Petra touched the soft fabric, much nicer than the clothes she and her siblings owned. Josephine then explained the extensive rules of the household and the maids’ duties. She seemed to speak in one single breath, stringing her words together until they were barely understandable.
“Are there many servants here?” asked Petra.
“Oh yes. Kristiane is the housekeeper. She’s in charge of all of us. Biddy is our cook, probably the best in the city. There’s Meriel, the mistress’s maid, and Sarah, Victoria’s maid. Then there is Harriet and me, and now you.” She smiled sweetly. “Actually, you may not meet Meriel and Sarah for some time. The mistress and Victoria are preparing to leave for America soon. I think they’ll be gone about a month. It will just be Master Emmerich and his father, and we don’t see much of him these days either.” When Petra did not respond, she continued, “Well, if that’s all you need, I need to go light the fires. There may be a bit of leftover supper in the kitchen.”
“Thank you, Josephine.”
“Oh, call me Josie. Everyone here does, except Master Emmerich. He says—” She blushed. “He says Josephine is a lovely name, and it’s worth taking the time to say.” Josie fanned her face. “I should be off. It was nice to meet you . . .” She trailed off. “I’m sorry. I didn’t get your name.” She extended her hand.
“Pe—” Petra stopped herself before giving her real name, and instead gave the first false one she could think of, shaking the girl’s hand. “Penelope.”
“Nice to meet you, Penelope. Stay out of the others’ way until you get the hang of things. We’ve managed with just the six of us, so you’ve time to catch up. Kristiane should be down shortly to better explain how things work around here. Go ahead and get changed, and I’ll see you later.” She disappeared around the corner, leaving Petra alone in her new quarters.
Petra changed into one of the maids’ uniforms and removed her mother’s ring, knowing she couldn’t wear it while pretending to be a servant. She found a hank of yarn in the bottom of the wardrobe and quickly crafted a crude necklace to keep the ring safe around her neck until she could return it to Mr. Stricket. She hoped he would not be cross with her for taking it.
Kristiane came downstairs soon after, visiting Petra in her room. “It’s nice to see you again, Miss Wade,” she said, her smile kind. “Though I hadn’t expected it would be like this.”
“Neither did I.”
“Have you eaten supper?” she asked.
Petra shook her head.
“Well, then I’ll take you to the kitchens. You can have yourself a good hot meal and meet Biddy and the other girls while they clean up.” She gestured to the door. “Come along.”



 
Chapter 17
THE KITCHEN WAS a clamor of silverware, rushing sink water, and clacking plates. Two women stood in front of the sink and cabinets, washing dishes and eating leftovers. Petra’s mouth watered when she entered, the savory smell of lamb stew and potato pasties attacking her full force, mingling with the sharp smell of soap.
Kristiane fetched her a bowl and half a potato pasty for her supper. She sipped the broth-heavy stew, a bit of celery and carrot floating in the bowl. The food alone was worth staying here as a maid. She’d never eaten so well, and by the time she finished, the waist of her skirt felt too tight.
After putting the bowl away, Petra introduced herself as Penelope to the other women—Harriet, a lanky, brown-haired girl, and Biddy, stocky, freckled, and ginger-haired. They were both fairly young, most likely in their early twenties, and they seemed rather nice.
“So, what brings you to the Goss household?” asked Biddy.
Petra glanced at Kristiane, but the older woman’s face was unreadable. “Emmerich—erm—Mr. Goss thought I might like to work here.”
Harriet smile sweetly. “Oh, we call him Emmerich down here,” she said in a twanging, foreign accent, strange on Petra’s ear. “And he’s quite the handsome fellow, isn’t he?”
Petra’s cheeks reddened as she stammered a reply. “Well, I—”
“Oh, she thinks so too, doesn’t she?” teased Biddy. “We all think so, and who wouldn’t? It would be easy to fall in love with a man like that.”
“I already have,” said Harriet, taking Biddy by the hand and dragging her into a waltz. She sighed. “How I would love to be the one to marry that boy.”
“Too bad he’s already married to his work.”
“I could be his second love,” she said, smiling dreamily. “We could elope to the countryside and have a half dozen children, all strong boys like him. They would be ever so handsome—and smart.”
“And take him away from the city?” said Biddy, twirling Harriet around the kitchen. “You know he’d never leave.”
Harriet sighed. “A girl can dream, can’t she?”
They continued to dance, giggling and professing their love to an absent Emmerich, and Petra couldn’t help but laugh. It felt good to forget her troubles, if only for a brief moment.
If only they knew the truth.
Kristiane rubbed her fingers into her temples. “I’m sorry about them,” she said, pulling her hair into a tighter bun. “They like to fuss over Master Emmerich. Both of them dream of marrying a gentleman, and who knows? Maybe they will.”
Petra helped Kristiane put the clean dishes away while Harriet and Biddy finished wiping the kitchen down. Once the girls left to attend to their nightly duties, Kristiane led Petra to a small, stark bedroom downstairs, closing the door behind them. She offered Petra a seat.
“Now, I have told the mistress she has another maid in her employ, so you are expected to start work in the morning. However, she and Miss Victoria are leaving on holiday soon, so they will not be a concern for long. Though while they are still here, you will be expected to clean as if you are a maid, if only for a morning.”
Fair enough, Petra thought. She could manage cleaning. She had spent years keeping the pawnshop clean, as well as cleaning up after her siblings at home. She doubted the Goss family was anywhere near as messy as her own.
“And Mr. Goss?”
“He does not often frequent the household during the day, attending to Guild business at the University and the downtown office, but on the occasion that he is here, I will be sure to keep him from discovering your presence.” Kristiane smoothed the front of her dress and looked at Petra more directly. “Now, Master Emmerich did not have time to tell me why exactly he brought you here, but I can expect that in light of what happened at the University, he hopes to keep you safe. He did say he required . . .” She paused, her face reddening slightly. “ . . . uninterrupted privacy with you when he was home.”
Petra felt her cheeks flush. He should have said something else—anything else. She fought to keep a straight face, swallowing her sudden embarrassment. “For private conversation. That’s all he meant.”
Kristiane fidgeted. “It isn’t proper for a gentleman to spend unchaperoned time with a young woman, no matter her class or the situation.”
“I know it’s not proper, Kristiane, but we don’t have much of a choice.”
“I understand as much, and it is my duty to do as Master Emmerich asks, so I must allow these meetings, even if I do not approve.” She inhaled a deep breath and straightened. “Now, get some sleep, miss. We must rise early if we’re to get anything done.”
Kristiane opened the door and let Petra out, and when Petra returned to her own bedroom, she found Josie changing into her nightgown.
With a dimpled smile, the girl climbed into bed and, yawning, snuggled beneath her covers. “Night, Penelope.”
“Good night, Josie.”
After changing out of her uniform, Petra stayed awake, sitting cross-legged atop her blankets as she fiddled with her mother’s ring. She stared at the mirror near the door and at Josie’s sleeping form reflected in it. Since arriving, she hardly had the time to think of anything beyond introductions and acquainting herself with the house, the staff, and the many rules, but now her stomach squirmed, the reality of her predicament suddenly looming over her. She was in the lion’s den, so to speak. If Mr. Goss caught even a hint that she might be here, if he caught sight of her, he would know in an instant she was an imposter, a criminal. He’d have her at the gallows before she could speak a word of protest.
She slipped beneath the covers and settled her head on the pillow, her thoughts drifting to Emmerich. She hoped he knew what he was doing.
KRISTIANE DRAGGED PETRA out of bed a quarter to five.
“Put on your uniform and comb your hair,” she said.
Josie was already out of bed, changing into her maid uniform. Petra lumbered to the wardrobe and dressed indiscreetly. She was too tired to think. A cold shower would wake her up, but she didn’t have time. She put her stockings on inside out, tied her shoelaces in knots, and misaligned her blouse buttons before she managed to properly dress. Kristiane did her hair for her, and Petra felt her scalp stretch tight over her skull as Kristiane pulled her hair into a most severe bun, securing it with sharp hairpins. The sooner she and Emmerich managed to follow through with their plans, the better. She wasn’t sure she could take another session of Kristiane’s hairstyling.
Petra met Harriet in the parlor, and her work began. She emptied baths, scrubbed floors, washed dishes, shoveled ash, brushed carpets, swept the stairs, and dusted every inch of furniture in the house twice over. Harriet turned out to be a stickler for cleanliness. Petra wasn’t finished with each task until Harriet could see her reflection in every surface, even the fireplace grates and bathtub porcelain. She tottered to lunch bruised, aching, and smelling harshly of lime soap.
Mrs. Goss and Victoria took forever to eat their cold pork sandwiches and butter cakes, cutting dainty slices of sandwich rather than eating with their hands—heaven forbid. Emmerich finished his meal first and waited politely for his mother and sister to eat the last of their food, stealing furtive glances at Petra while he sipped water from his glass. She imagined they held a private, inaudible conversation with their eyes. He asked her how she fared, and she replied she was getting on well, thanks. He laughed heartily and offered to take her for a stroll, to which she amiably agreed on the condition they wait until after lunch, for it was rude to leave the dinner table mid-meal.
Emmerich raised his empty glass. Petra glanced at Harriet and Josie, both preoccupied with their respective activities, a slight snoring escaping Josie’s lips. She had avoided serving Emmerich so she would not draw attention to herself, but now she had no choice. The water carafe sat on a small, spindly legged table in the corner of the dining room. As quietly and gracefully as she could, she balanced the carafe on her serving tray and traversed to the other side of the table.
Emmerich placed his glass near the table’s edge, not daring to look directly at her. She set the tray on the stretch of unused table and dutifully poured Emmerich a fresh glass of water, trying to do so as innocuously as possible, but as she filled the glass, his fingers brushed her skirts, delicately tracing the outline of her knee through the layers of fabric. Infernal petticoats. Shivers danced across her legs and up her spine. She fought not to smile, biting her lip as she readjusted the carafe on the tray. As she stepped away, she felt the tug of Emmerich’s grasp on her skirts. If there weren’t four other people in the room, she would have gladly tossed the serving tray aside and tumbled into his arms. Soon enough Mrs. Goss and Victoria would be gone, and she would have her time with Emmerich—blissful, uninterrupted privacy. Endless time to kiss him, hold him, breathe him in.
She placed the carafe back on the table in the corner and returned to her section of wall, fighting to keep a smile down.
At last Mrs. Goss rose from her seat. “Victoria, belle, fetch your riding attire. The carriage should be here shortly.”
The carriage was a newly minted steam car, the La Rapide, the latest model from French inventor Amédée-Ernest Bollée. Petra stared in awe at the vehicle through the window, wishing she could have a closer look. It was a beautiful, monstrous thing, with a base similar to a horse carriage. The driver’s seat was situated behind the engine, and the passengers’ seats were above the rear wheels, curtained and cushioned. She itched to take it apart and study it. She never saw modern vehicles in the city; most of the streets were too small to allow two cars to pass side by side, the citizens depending instead on steam rickshaws for transportation.
Emmerich stood at the front of the vehicle, deep in conversation with the driver. He had an engineer’s mind, always curious. Mrs. Goss and Victoria directed the footman’s handling of their luggage, placed in a compartment beneath the passengers’ seats. Once satisfied, they both hugged and kissed Emmerich—Mr. Goss was nowhere to be seen—and boarded the vehicle, sitting in the rear with their hands daintily folded over their laps and their skirts laid neatly over the seats. Petra was glad to see them go.
Once they had gone, Emmerich bounded up the front steps and met Petra in the dining room. He took her by the waist and spun her around, unabashedly planting a kiss on her lips, which she gladly returned.
“Finally,” he said, grinning. “I thought they’d never leave.” He set her down gently and grabbed her by the hand. “Come on. I want to show you something.”
With the other servants downstairs enjoying the freedom of a mostly empty house, Emmerich and Petra raced up the stairs, giggling and shushing one another as they climbed. Petra enjoyed the frivolity of it. It had been a long while since she had felt so at ease. Emmerich had that effect on her. Just being in his presence felt right.
At the top of the stairs, Emmerich leaned over the railing to see if anyone had come up from the servants’ hall. Grinning, he turned back to Petra, lifted her in his arms and kissed her. His enthusiasm was irresistible, and she returned the kiss wildly, her fingers roaming through his soft hair, pulling him closer, inhaling the very breath of him, never wishing for their lips to part. Emmerich backed into the bedroom door and hoisted her into one arm as he fumbled with the door handle behind him, never taking his lips from hers. The door finally opened, and he carried her into a dimly lit room imbued with the scents of dusty books, metal polish, and ink.
Petra smiled widely, ending the kiss.
Emmerich regarded her. “What is it?”
“I missed you,” she breathed.
He lowered her to her feet, and without letting go of her waist, reached around her hair and pulled her bun free, letting the amber curls fall down past her shoulders. “I missed you too,” he said, tenderly taking her face into his hands and kissing her lightly on the lips. Taking her by the shoulders, he slowly faced her away from him and pulled her close, his chest pressed against her back. “Petra, I’d like to welcome you to my study,” he said, gesturing to the room. “My one place of solitude in this house.”
A desk sat in the middle of the room, littered with pages of schematics and design utensils. Bookshelves lined the study walls, hundreds of books stretching floor to ceiling, a dozen brass tickers gleaming along the shelves in the electric light.
“What do you think?” he asked.
“It’s marvelous.”
He removed himself from her and crossed the study, plucking a stiff-legged horse from one of the shelves. “This is the first machine I ever built.” He placed the device on the floor, lifted the hinged saddle, and wound the key within. Immediately, the horse rattled to life, clip-clopping across the floor as its back legs propelled it forward.
“My uncle helped me build it when he first brought me to the University,” he said, picking the horse up off the floor, holding it delicately in his hands as if it was something of great value. “He said I had a knack for engineering and helped nurture that talent. My dream was always to bring machines to life, to create perfect imitations of living things, capable of functioning like their real-life counterparts.” He returned the horse to the shelf and touched a marionette-sized automaton. “I never wanted to build a weapon.”
“Tell me about your uncle,” she said.
A smile replaced the growing frown on his face. “He was a master clockwork engineer, rivaled only by your mother. He taught me mechanics when I was young, only four when he first began lecturing me on gears and pinions, axes of rotation and involute curves. I was seven when he died.” Emmerich sighed. “He was the only person I ever truly cared about, more than my own mother and father, I am not ashamed to admit.” He glanced at Petra, a sad smile on his lips. “Until now anyway.”
“He died in the fire, didn’t he?”
Emmerich nodded. “There is a memorial plaque dedicated to him in the portrait hall I showed you. He was never renowned enough to warrant a portrait of his own, but his name is there: Friedrich Goss, Clockwork Engineer.”
Friedrich . . . Why did the name sound so familiar?
“I hope someday I can be as great as he was, though I do not think either of us could ever manage to surpass your natural ability. If he were still alive, he would like you, admire you.” He paused. “I cannot help but think how different my life—how different our lives—might be if that fire had never happened.”
Then she remembered. Friedrich—the name on her mother’s lips, the man who had carried her from the University, the man who had gone back inside to save her mother. Her throat constricted and she gasped, a sudden ache weighing on her chest.
“Emmerich . . .” she said, her eyes burning with unshed tears. “I didn’t realize.”
He closed the distance between them and raised a hand to her face. “Petra?”
“Your uncle—I remember him,” she said, her heart thudding heavily in her chest. “The day of the fire . . . He went back for her after he took me to safety. He died trying to save her, trying to save my mother.” She shook her head, feeling her breath seize up in her chest. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know until now.”
He shushed her. “You don’t have to apologize. It’s not your fault.”
She quieted, finding comfort in his arms. “I know,” she said quietly. “I just—Emmerich, he saved my life. If it wasn’t for him . . .” She trailed off, realizing what he had done, what her mother had done. Both of them sacrificed themselves for her, a mere child.
“Thank you,” said Emmerich.
“For what?” she whispered.
“For telling me this. It—” He hesitated, a wavering smile on his lips. “I have always honored my uncle’s memory, but now, knowing what he did, I am more grateful to him than ever before. Don’t let the manner of his death upset you, Petra,” he said, stroking her cheek. “He was loyal to your mother, to the very end.”
She let herself smile at that. “I wonder if they ever thought we would be standing here, together, if . . .” She let the thought fade into silence, a flush coming to her cheeks as she wondered if her mother had ever thought of her one day falling for the nephew of her dearest friend. If things had been different, had the fire never happened, perhaps they would have courted and married, much to the pleasure of their respective families. But this was not that life. The fire had happened. Emmerich’s uncle had died, as had her mother, and there was nothing either of them could do to change that.
And yet they had found each other again. There was hope in that, wasn’t there?
Petra buried her face into his chest and tucked her fingers beneath his shirt, touching his bare skin. “Emmerich,” she whispered, her heartbeat quickening as she dared open her heart to him, as she felt his pulse beneath her fingertips, the warmth of his bare skin. “Do you think that you and I could be together? Do you think that this could work between us?”
Emmerich gently drew away, searching her eyes. “Petra—”
“I only mean that—” She pressed her lips together and glanced away, doubt creeping into her heart. “I feel I have nothing to offer you. I am a wanted criminal, a lower-class, uneducated shop girl. You deserve better than me.”
“Petra,” he said softly, “you have everything to offer me.”
Emmerich pressed her face into his chest again, his strong arms wrapped tightly around her. She wanted to believe it was possible—a future with Emmerich Goss, a future she had never before considered—and yet it seemed as ridiculous as their plan to unseat the Guild, no more than a fanciful dream.
Her chest tightened and she blinked back sudden tears. “I want to,” she whispered, her voice muffled by his shirt. “I want to be everything that you want, everything that you need in a . . . partner, but I—”
“Petra, you stupid girl.”
He drew her into him and kissed her—a kiss full of yearning and unspoken emotion—and in that moment she felt the love he had for her, so aptly conveyed in the joining of their lips, so true and real, more real than anything else in the world. If she knew anything at all, it was that Emmerich Goss loved her. She returned the kiss, feeding him the same desire, the same expression of raw love.
When their lips parted, he rested his forehead against hers, the tips of their noses touching.
She inhaled his vivifying breath, acutely aware of his fingertips caressing her lips and the feathery touch of his hair on her brow. She slid her hands beneath his shirt, feeling the heat of his body. His heartbeat hammered against her fingers.
“Petra, I love you.”
Her breath caught in her throat, and she drew away with the echo of his words in her ears, her heart pounding against her ribs. She searched his eyes, burning with sincerity. She had dreamed of those words on his lips for so long, his admittance of love, more powerful than any kiss or gesture, and his voice gave the words such weight, such importance, that three words never sounded so beautiful, so natural.
“Emmerich . . .”
“I do,” he said, drawing her close, his hands comfortably around her waist. “I love you,” he breathed, pulling her into another kiss.
She surrendered herself to him, slipping her arms around his neck as he pulled her tighter against him, all worries forgotten. In that moment, everything in the world was perfect.
When he pulled away, Petra followed, not yet wanting to part.
Emmerich moistened his lips, regarding her with his blazing copper eyes. “I suppose I should do this properly,” he said, his voice trembling slightly. He took her hands into his and inhaled a slow, deep breath. “Petra, I know it must seem forward of me, but you must know—I love you with every fiber of my being, and I cannot dream of a future without you at my side.”
Her heart raced faster, the sound of his words strange but perfect. “Emmerich—”
“I know that it seems hasty and maybe even foolish, but I don’t care.” He smiled, his cheek dimpling. “My darling Petra . . . would you one day do me the honor of waking each morning to your beautiful face, to the smell of your hair and the feel of your skin and the sound of your voice? Will you do me the pleasure of one day becoming my lifelong companion, my love, my wife, until death do us part?”
Petra’s lips quivered into a smile and she felt her breath fall short, her heart unable to do any more than stutter. “You’re serious?”
“I have never meant anything more.”
She stared into his eyes, a hurricane of doubt and uncertainty warring against her desire to say yes, to believe that such a future existed for them.
As if he read her mind, Emmerich squeezed her hands and pressed her fingers hard against his chest. “I know it will be difficult, that we will have to fight for it, that it will be us against the world, but for you, I would weather any storm, any obstacle that stood between us.”
A sudden melancholy stole over her, the reality of the world cutting through her chest. “But your family, the Guild . . . I—”
“To hell with them. To hell with the world. I would do everything in my power to be with you—whatever you want, whatever it takes.” He lifted his hand to her face. “I don’t care about them. I don’t care about what anyone says or thinks. All I care about is you.”
She chewed on her lip, hardly able to breathe in his presence. “Emmerich—”
“Petra, do you love me?” he asked, searching her eyes, his hands gentle on her face.
Her heart stuttered. “Yes.”
“Say it,” he said, his voice soft. “Say that you love me.”
With a shuddering breath, she looked deep into his eyes, blazing with a fiery passion. Yes, she loved him—truly, unendingly, passionately—for what felt like both an eternity and a fraction of a second at the same time. She loved him with all her heart and wanted nothing more than to share the rest of her life with him, but her want did not change their circumstances. So much stood in their way—the Guild, his family, her lack of money . . . a war.
How could she hope to have a future with him? How could he expect it?
She feared that whatever existed between them, their romance could not last, that it would not stand against the test of battles they would surely face together. She wanted it to last—desperately—but something deep within her heart told her that one day she would be without him, whether by choice or by circumstance. Her heart would break, and she would be left far worse off than before she had met Emmerich Goss.
She bowed her head, feeling the burn of tears in her eyes, her throat constricting.
Emmerich backed away a step, lifting his hand to her face, his touch gentle against her cheek. “Petra, if I was wrong . . .” He paused, withdrawing his hand into a fist. “I’m sorry, I—I shouldn’t have said anything, not now when our future seems so dire. I cannot expect you to—”
She threw her arms around him and pressed her face into his neck. “Of course I love you,” she breathed. “You unforgivably romantic ninny.” If she could, she would never let go.
He released a heavy sigh, nuzzling her hair. “I just—I wanted you to know how I felt, to know my intentions, however far off that future may be.”
“I know,” she whispered. She squeezed her eyes shut, tears sliding down her cheek. “I just want to have this moment with you—here and now.” She swallowed hard. “I couldn’t bear to hope and then have it all taken away from me.”
They stood in silence, arms wrapped tightly around one another, neither of them daring to be the first to let go. Petra could have stood in his arms an eternity and never wanted anything else, content just feeling his heart pulse in rhythm with hers.
“Can you forgive me?” she asked.
He hugged her tightly to his chest. “There is nothing to forgive.”
Petra closed her eyes, listening to Emmerich’s steady beating heart. So many obstacles stood in their way. They had a government to destroy, an automaton army to stop, and a world to save. Maybe when they accomplished all of that, she could consider his proposal. Perhaps she could even accept it.



 
Chapter 18
PETRA AND EMMERICH spent most of the afternoon in Emmerich’s study, laying out their plans for eradicating all traces of the automaton designs and gathering evidence against the conspiring Guild members in order to clear Petra’s name. Already, Emmerich had discovered reason to believe that at the heart of the conspiracy were Vice-Chancellor Lyndon, his father, and Mr. Fowler—the man who confronted them the day they completed the automaton and called for Petra’s execution at the trial.
She mulled over a hand-drawn map of the University floors, eyeing the Guild offices. “You do understand that if we succeed, your father could be tried for treason in the Royal Court?”
Emmerich shuffled through a stack of letters and notes written on Guild stationary. “He understood the risks when he chose to conspire against the Guild and the Empire.”
“But he’s your father.”
“And?” Emmerich dropped the pages onto the desk and stared at her. “Because of him, you could have died. He’s the one who insisted you were the spy, went right along with Vice-Chancellor Lyndon’s plan to lay the blame on you, not caring you were innocent of the charges. Why should we show him mercy? He didn’t show you any.”
He slumped in his chair, kneading his forehead with his knuckles as he went back to the assortment of handwritten letters, hastily scrawled notes, and intermittent telegrams, searching for whatever evidence he could find against his father and the others.
“Why do you hate him so much?”
Emmerich glanced up at her. “I don’t hate him, I just—” He sucked in a deep breath and sighed. “I merely wish to bring those who would conspire against the Guild to justice. If my father is among them—as I suspect—then he deserves to be punished, don’t you think?”
“He is still your family.”
“Well he never acted like it,” he grumbled, curling his fingers around a piece of paper and balling it up in his fist. “He never respected me as an engineer—as a son. I was always a disappointment to him. I still am.”
“But you’re a Guild engineer—a brilliant engineer. How could he be disappointed in you? You designed a marvelous piece of technology, one that could revolutionize the world. Any father would be proud.”
Emmerich scoffed. “Not my father. You don’t understand, Petra. Everything I have, everything I am, was purchased by my father—my education, my advancement into the Guild, the funding for my projects, my entire career laid out in front of me. For so long, I wanted to believe that I earned it, that my years of study and deliberation, my talent, my skill, led me to this point. But it didn’t. My father’s pocketbook did. No matter how good I am, my father will always see me as a product of his own making, a puppet to do his bidding, nothing more than an investment.” He sighed heavily and leaned back in his chair. “And the further I stray from him, the more he tries to control me. The automaton’s wireless control apparatus was mine, and he handed it over to the Guild under the guise of advancing my career, when all he really wanted was the means to control an army of automatons. Don’t you see? It would not surprise me if he was the one who orchestrated it all.”
“But why?” she asked. “Why would your father want such a thing? Why would anyone?”
Emmerich stared at the mix of letters and notes spread across his desk, rubbing his brow. “That’s what I’m trying to figure out. War for the sake of war lacks true purpose.” He tapped his pencil against the table. “What we need to figure out is how the Guild benefits from a war between Great Britain and anti-imperialist forces. If we can find the motive behind the war, we will be better able to find the evidence to pin this gross machination on the conspirators and prove your innocence.”
Petra frowned at him, his gaze fixed on a scrap of paper, pencil held aloft. He was determined to see this through, determined to destroy the automaton designs and reveal the treachery within the Guild council, but she wasn’t certain they could succeed—not with just the two of them working to uncover the conspiracy, and not before it was too late and the war began. It would take a miracle.
There came a knock at the door a quarter past five. Emmerich answered, rubbing his eyes after staring at nothing but letters and maps for the past several hours.
“I said I did not want to be bothered, Kristiane.”
“I know, sir, but your father sent word from the University.” She passed him a folded letter, which he tucked away. “Also, we have dinner ready for you if you would like to come down to the dining room.”
“Thank you, Kristiane.” He closed the door and returned to his desk. Pulling the letter from his pocket, he scanned the contents, then dropped it onto the desktop and ran both hands through his hair, a smile slowly lifting his lips.
“What is it?” she asked.
He gestured to the letter, and Petra picked it up.
Emmerich,
I require your presence in the University council chambers to participate in an imperative discussion of the events to come. By my request, Vice-Chancellor Lyndon has agreed to offer you this opportunity to prove yourself to the council and secure yourself a position within the upper ranks of the Guild offices. This is a chance for you to be a part of a new world order, to have a hand in the future. Our goal is to change the world, son, and I want you to understand what it is we are doing.
The meeting is at six o’clock.
There was no signature, only a fine line scratched across the bottom of the message.
Petra looked up from the letter. “Are you going?
“We need to gather more information. What better place to do so than at a council meeting? This might be our chance to expose the conspirators, to clear your name. If I can direct conversation toward the planning of the conspiracy, I might be able to goad the collaborators into revealing their treachery from their own lips.”
It was a stretch, but not entirely impossible. Petra wished she could go with him, but as a wanted criminal, tried by the very people attending the meeting, she was stuck in the house. Emmerich would have to fill her in on the details when he returned.
“What should I do while you’re away?” she asked.
He took his coat from the coat stand next to the door. “You could look over these letters again, try to find some connection I missed—or you could take the evening off. We’ve been hard at work all afternoon. It wouldn’t hurt for you to take a break. You are welcome to stay in my chambers while I’m gone, if you wish, but you should go down and have dinner first.” He smiled and offered his hand. “Come, I’ll escort you down.”
THE ATMOSPHERE IN the kitchen was an escape from the silence in the rest of the house. Harriet, Josie, Biddy, and Kristiane sat around the table, laughing and chatting over a spread of food, waiting for Petra to arrive. When she entered, they ceased their talking.
Petra swallowed, trying to think of some excuse for being absent most of the day. “Sorry, I—I was busy this afternoon, cleaning—”
“It’s all right, goose,” said Harriet, patting the chair next to her. “We don’t blame you for disappearing for a bit, especially on your first day. It can be a bit overwhelming at first. Sometimes, you need a breather.”
Petra sat down next to Harriet and surveyed the table. Biddy had outdone herself.
The shepherd’s pie was deliciously hot, still steaming on her plate. Petra cut into the crispy, mashed potato crust and savored the meaty filling. If she and Emmerich ever did manage to marry and have a house of their own, they would most certainly steal Biddy to come cook for them, even if she was the only servant they could afford. Her cooking was divine.
After they all finished eating, they cleaned up, and once the dishes were put away and the leftover food stored in the ice box, Harriet bid the girls a good evening and left to visit her sister. Then Josie went off to visit a friend and Biddy retired to her room with a book, leaving Kristiane and Petra alone in the kitchen.
The housekeeper kept her eyes on the door, listening as the girls’ footsteps faded down the hall, then turned to Petra, smoothing the front of her dress. “I’m afraid that I must leave you as well, Miss Wade, but since you cannot leave the house in your current situation, if you would like me to deliver a message to someone—your family, perhaps—I would be happy to oblige.”
The only person Petra really cared to talk to was at the University, hopefully gathering enough evidence to clear her name, but she supposed Matron Etta would like to hear from her, and Solomon too. She could at least let them know that she was safe. “Yes, thank you. If I gave you an address, do you think you could find my guardian, let her know that I’m all right?”
“Certainly.”
Petra penned the address on a bit of paper and made sure that Kristiane understood exactly where the building was in relation to the main thoroughfare. Beyond the main streets, the fourth quadrant was a maze of dead ends and left turns, all the buildings the same except for the numbers printed above the doors—and those were in no right order or sense. Kristiane slipped the note into her pocket and bid Petra farewell, leaving her alone in the overwhelming quiet of the house—except for Biddy, who was downstairs in her room.
Petra was certain she had never known such utter silence. At home, with Matron Etta and her countless siblings, there was never a quiet moment. There, she had always wished for solitude, but now, standing in the foyer of the Goss household, with no one to talk to and nothing to do, she felt lonely. She hoped Emmerich would return soon.
Ascending the stairs, she went into his study. She tried reading, settling herself in the desk chair with a textbook on steam power, but her eyes glazed over after the second sentence. Water and steam didn’t have the same artistry as clockwork.
There was beauty in a complex array of gears.
Petra placed the book face down on the desktop. One of the machines decorating Emmerich’s shelves drew her gaze, and she rose from the desk for a closer look. It was a tiny, triangular thing, barely the size of her palm. She wondered what it was supposed to do but saw no schematics or design outlines for it, only a smattering of tiny gears and springs not yet added to the device. Whatever it was, Emmerich had crafted it so beautifully, so delicate and ornate, with a filigree of gilded brass fixed to a clockwork center, that she feared if she touched it, it would break.
Moving on, she admired the other machines he had built—the brass marionette and the bucking horse, a musical dancer that moved with incredible precision and grace, a wind-up carriage, and a mechanical bird that chirped a brassy tune—all artfully designed, no practicality or purpose to them beyond pure entertainment, merely beauty for the sake of beauty. In that moment, Petra felt a rush of affection toward Emmerich. Here was a man who looked upon a collection of gears and metal and thought only of how to transform it into art—and the Guild had corrupted that.
Drifting away from the machines, she dared to investigate the rest of Emmerich’s chambers. She found his bedroom ordinary—relatively clean, with a few things scattered here and there across the floor. His bed was unmade, with a couple of garments tossed over the bed railing. The room smelled like him, a hint of metal and oil lingering in the air, brought home from his hours of work at the University. Breathing in the scent of him, she sat on the bed and lay back on the pillow, missing his warmth.
As she lay there, exhaustion fell upon her, only just realizing how tired she was. The comfort of his bed lulled her into drowsy contentment, and she wrapped herself up his sheets and blankets, enveloped in his scent and the daydream of his warmth, wishing only that it was his arms around her instead of mere blankets. With a sigh, she closed her eyes, remembering the late nights they used to spend in the University workshops, designing the automaton that had gotten them into this mess. But as she lay there in his bed, with the memory of his lips against hers and the sound of his voice as he told her he loved her, she didn’t regret a thing.
PETRA WOKE TO the gray light of morning coming in through the large casement window on the other side of the room. The sun was not yet high enough above the city walls to cast its yellow glow onto the street, leaving the house a bit chilly. She had been dreaming of Emmerich, of his warm body next to hers, whispers of love between them. Even awake, she still felt his warmth, his metallic smell in the air. Her eyes still closed, she inhaled deeply, drinking the air as she held onto the last remnant of her dream.
Sleepily, she propped herself up on the bed, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. With a jolt, she realized she had fallen asleep in Emmerich’s bed, and wondered if perhaps the sensation of lying beside him had been more than a dream, but as she blinked the room into view, she saw that he wasn’t there. The clock above his mantel read a little after six o’clock. Perhaps he had already risen, or never returned home. The thought worried her.
She fell back on the pillow, hoping to sleep a bit longer.
A sharp rap at the study door spoiled her wishes—it was probably Kristiane or Josie come to look for her. Her roommate would have noticed her absence the night before. Maybe if she didn’t answer, they’d go away.
“Emmerich, get out of bed,” said Mr. Goss, his voice booming from the hallway. “We have work to do.”
Petra’s heart jumped into her throat, and she leapt out of bed, catching sight of herself in the mirror as she searched for a place to hide. Her hair was disheveled and her uniform rumpled and creased from wearing it as a nightgown. Posing as a maid cleaning Emmerich’s room was out of the question. His father would recognize her, with or without a tidy uniform.
“Emmerich . . .” He opened the door with a growl.
With no other option, Petra dropped to the floor on the far side of the bed, slowly wedging herself as far under it as she could, covering her head with a bit of blanket that had fallen to the floor. Mr. Goss’s heavy footsteps clunked across the room, stopping just on the other side of the bed. Petra dared not move—or breathe—her heart pounding violently against her ribs. She prayed he could not hear.
“Where is that damned boy?” he muttered.
“Father?” Emmerich entered the room and dropped his knapsack on the floor with a thud. “What are you doing in my room?”
Petra barely bit back her sigh of relief.
“Looking for you,” replied his father. “Where have you been? You are supposed to be at the University in twenty minutes.”
“Am I? What for?”
Emmerich’s father snarled. “I told you yesterday. You have a meeting with Vice-Chancellor Lyndon this morning, at half past six. If you miss it, he will not consider your junior council member application.”
Emmerich exhaled sharply. “And I told you—I have no desire to be on the junior council. I’m not interested in the bureaucracy of the Guild. I’m an engineer, not a politician.”
“You will go, Emmerich, or I swear to you now, when we find your little girlfriend, I’ll be certain she goes straight to the noose for her crimes.”
Emmerich hesitated, and Petra could feel the weight of his glare, even from her hiding place. “You gave your word that you’d leave her alone.”
“In exchange for your loyalty,” said Emmerich’s father. “You will go to the meeting.”
“Fine,” he growled.
“Don’t be late.” His father stormed out of the bedroom and slammed both the door to the study and the one to the hall.
The moment he was gone, Emmerich sighed and collapsed on the mattress. “Bastard.”
Petra carefully crawled out from underneath the bed and sat up on her knees, spying Emmerich lying across the bed, his arms folded comfortably behind his head, his eyes closed. With a lopsided grin, he inhaled a deep breath and mumbled, “It smells like Petra in here.”
She bit back a laugh and tenderly brushed his hair away from his eyes. “Good morning,” she whispered, stroking his soft hair.
He blinked his eyes open with a frown and glanced up at her from the bed. “Petra?” Unfolding his arms from behind his head, he sat up with a confused grin, running his fingers through his tousled hair. He had dark circles under his eyes. “What are you doing here?”
She felt the heat rise in her cheeks. “I fell asleep.”
“You slept here—in my bed?” His smile tilted as he said it.
“A bit,” she said, her face flushing. “I didn’t mean to. I just—I was just looking around, and I sat down, and—” She pressed her lips together, disarmed by the smile spreading across his lips. “What?”
“You’re cute when you’re flustered.”
She blushed even harder.
He only smiled and reached out his hand. “Come here. I want to kiss you.”
Petra took his hand, and he pulled her onto the bed, not at all gracefully. She tumbled into the blankets and landed beside him, their faces just mere inches apart. Her focus landed on his lips, acutely aware of his closeness, his warmth, the feel of his breath on her skin, and without another thought she closed her eyes and kissed him. His hand gently fell upon her waist, and her heartbeat quickened. She leaned into him, pressing her body against his, reveling in the ecstasy of kissing him, of lying here in his arms with no worries of the world on her mind.
Finally, she pulled away. “You’re going to be late for your meeting.”
Emmerich glanced at the clock and frowned—just ten minutes until he was supposed to meet Lyndon. He released a heavy sigh. “I would much rather stay here with you,” he said, slipping his hand into hers and lifting her fingers to his lips.
“Me too.”
Grudgingly, he climbed out of bed and ran some water at the sink, splashing his face and wetting his hair. He quickly combed his fingers through the damp mess and fetched a fresh shirt from his wardrobe, at least having the decency to change behind a screen.
Petra sat up on the edge of the bed. “So, where were you last night?”
“At the University,” he said, tossing his worn clothes aside. “After the council meeting was over, I stayed behind, trying to find evidence against Vice-Chancellor Lyndon and my father. I ended up staying through the night.” He resurfaced fully dressed again, grabbing his suspenders and looping them into place.
“And did you find anything?” she asked.
“Maybe. As I was digging through some communications between Lyndon and my father, trying to find their motive, I started thinking about it, and I might have an idea why they started this whole thing in the first place.” He leaned against the bedpost and crossed his arms over his chest, his suspenders hanging limply from his trousers. “Profit.”
“Money?”
“Think about it—if Great Britain goes to war with another country, the Guild stands to profit most. Think of the arms race a technological war would inspire, with the Guild secretly dealing to both sides, making money off their need to build bigger, faster, stronger machines. That’s why whoever framed you sold designs to the anti-imperialists. It was all part of their plan to incite conflict, to lure Great Britain into mobilizing.”
“Do you have proof?”
“Not enough.” He fetched his knapsack from the other end of the room and heaved it onto the tousled blankets. “Anything that might implicate the conspirators and expose their plot is in there, but we need more. We need something irrefutable. We should search the other offices tonight, once everyone leaves.” He gestured to the pack. “It won’t be long before this is all found missing, and then we’ll really be in trouble. Also—” He reached into the front pocket of the knapsack. “I found these.” He held his hands aloft, his fingers clasped tightly around the secret objects. “I thought you might like them back.”
Petra crawled off the bed, and when he opened his hands, she beamed. “You didn’t!”
“Under lock and key, but I found them.”
She took the pocket watch and screwdriver into her hands, holding them as if they were the greatest treasures in the world—to her, they were. She stroked the intricate C on the pocket watch case, the familiarity of its shape a comfort to her. Now, she had in her possession all three keepsakes of her mother and her past life—the watch, the screwdriver, and the ring. She touched the ring hidden beneath her blouse, resolving to show Emmerich later.
He quickly slipped on his shoes and tied the laces. “This meeting shouldn’t take long. I expect my father has already paid for my position, so I don’t much see the point of the interview, but as he seems intent on using you to get what he wants from me, I suppose I don’t have much of a choice.” He stood and glanced at the clock. “All right, I have to go.” He kissed her lightly on the lips and stroked his thumb across her cheek. “I should be back soon, and then we’ll go over our plans.”
“Be safe,” she said, brushing a loose thread from his shoulder.
“I will.” He kissed her again. “See you in about an hour or two.”



 
Chapter 19
PETRA SPENT THE rest of the morning poring over the papers Emmerich had brought, sifting through the stacks of letters, invoices, telegrams, and memorandums. Most of it suggested Emmerich’s father was more involved in the conspiracy than either Lyndon or Mr. Fowler, but they had yet to investigate the other offices. They had enough evidence to show that the three men were up to something, but Petra didn’t think there was enough to convince the rest of the Guild council it was anything dishonest. From what Emmerich had gathered, they could at best prove what the rest of the Guild already knew—they were building an army of automatons for the British Empire. What she and Emmerich needed was evidence of the men’s involvement with the anti-imperialists, proof that they had framed Petra and meant to make a profit by dealing mechanized weapons to both sides of the war, fueling the arms race between them.
By lunchtime, when Emmerich still hadn’t returned to the house from the University, Petra grew worried. She ate lunch with Biddy and Kristiane—cold chicken and potatoes—and then bathed, washing away the grime from the day before. She emerged from the bathroom renewed but with no less unease. Sitting at the vanity in her and Josie’s room, she parted her damp hair and twisted a braid over her shoulder, taking her time. As she overlapped each strand of hair, the knots in her stomach tightened.
Emmerich should have returned home by now.
After dressing, she asked Kristiane if she had seen him.
“I haven’t, miss. Neither him nor his father.”
Disconcerted, she busied herself with chores even though Emmerich had given all the maids the day off. Harriet had her beat the curtains and rugs in the alley. She and Josie swept and mopped the floors, dusted the stair railings, and soaped the furniture. She helped Biddy with dinner preparations, but as the day crept into evening and the girls sat down to eat, Emmerich still hadn’t returned.
“Where is he?” Petra demanded, throwing her fork down at the kitchen table. She couldn’t eat, not with her stomach so tense with worry.
“He usually stays at the University late hours,” said Harriet. “For several weeks there were nights when he didn’t return until well after midnight.”
The nights she had helped him with the automaton.
“This is different,” said Petra. “He said he would be back soon.”
Josie arched an eyebrow. “So what if he did? It’s none of our business where he is or what he does.”
“It matters to me,” she said, jumping up from the table, her pulse thundering in her ears. She was sick of it—sick of pretending, sick of waiting, sick of worrying. Even in the short moments of distraction she spent with the other girls, listening to their talk or busying herself with cleaning, remaining silent about what was really going on ate away at her. She didn’t want to pretend any longer.
“Don’t be upset, goose,” said Harriet, patting her arm. “I’m sure everything is all right.”
Petra bristled. “You don’t have any idea what’s wrong, do you?”
“Miss Wade,” warned Kristiane.
“You don’t!” She stormed across the kitchen with her hands clenched at her sides, infuriated that they didn’t realize something was wrong. Emmerich should have been back from the University by now. None of them realized the danger he was in, the danger she was in. “I’m going to find him.”
Kristiane stood, nearly throwing her chair behind her. “Miss Wade, you can’t.”
Petra swiveled. “I can, and I will.” She pushed through the door and dashed downstairs.
In her and Josie’s bedroom, she quickly changed into her trousers and button-up shirt, the clothes she had borrowed from Norris, hidden away in the back of the wardrobe so no one would throw them out. Once dressed and properly boyish, she ran upstairs to Emmerich’s study and collected the prints of the Guild offices and a few key letters she had found among the assortment of evidence. She stuffed two more screwdrivers and the folded pages in her pockets. Descending the stairs, she passed Kristiane, Josie and Harriet, and Biddy at the bottom, refusing to stop for any of them, though they chided, begged, and demanded she tell them what was going on.
When she reached the front door, she paused, guilt crashing down on top of her. None of them deserved such rudeness. With a sigh, she turned away from the door and faced them. “I can’t really tell you much of what’s going on, but trust me when I say that this is important, that Emmerich needs me right now and I have to go to him.”
“Miss Wade—” said Kristiane, coming forward.
“No, I can’t stay any longer,” she said, curling her fingers around the door handle. “I’m sorry, Kristiane. I know you mean well, but I won’t sit here and do nothing when I know he’s in trouble. Goodbye.”
Pushing through the door, she burst into the street and sprinted for the University, hoping against hope she might stumble upon Emmerich on his way home but knowing she wouldn’t. Deep down, she knew the conspirators on the Guild council had captured him.
And right now, she was the only one who could help him.
THE UNIVERSITY TOWERED ahead, a gleaming brass beacon of intellect and progress, a symbol of Petra’s highest aspirations. Now, when she ascended the steps, facing the very real possibility of being captured and imprisoned again, the building loomed like a treacherous, towering prison. But she could not turn back. Emmerich needed her.
Her skin quivered as she passed over the threshold, filling her heart with dread instead of delight. The rich scent of paraffin permeated the entrance hall, and the steady hum of gears and ticking wheels sang to her. She strode to the lift, feeling the vibrations of the subcity with each step. Goose bumps erupted across her arms. Her senses sharpened. She felt more alive than she had in weeks. She was finally doing something.
Once inside the lift, she whipped out her screwdriver and pulled the control panel apart. Emmerich had drawn a diagram of the panel and explained to her how to operate the lift without a key. She stripped the plating from the podium and plunged her hands inside.
She fiddled with a few wires, quickly manipulating the circuit to falsely detect a key, and as the drive motor spun to life, she nearly laughed. She pressed the button that led to the upper Guild offices and yanked the knob at the bottom of the panel. The gearbox shifted, and the bulb above the podium flared. With her foot pressed against the back of the lift, she placed both hands on the lever and pulled. The lever resisted, but she managed to move it. The whirring of the drive motor slowed, the driveshaft locked, and the lift began to rise.
Releasing the lever, she grabbed hold of the lift railing and felt her heartbeat quicken. When she had first ridden the lift with Emmerich on their trip to the observatory, she had been thrilled, a bundle of nervous excitement. Now, with each floor she passed, the dread in the pit of her stomach doubled, a mass of fear and worry. As the gearbox shifted to a slower speed, the anxiety climbed into her chest, her whole body tense. She had no idea where Emmerich might be—if he was even still in the University—but if she could find enough evidence against Lyndon or the other conspirators, she might be able use it to barter him back.
The lift clattered to a stop, the glass door swiveled open, and Petra stepped out onto the Guild office floor.
Electric candelabras lined the walls, flickering with the rolling power surges of the University machines. The layout of the offices was similar to that of the offices where Emmerich worked; the main hall ran the full length of the floor, with the second lift chute at the end. The air smelled of metal mixed with a dusty, cigar-smoke musk.
Petra examined the rows of doors. Emmerich could be behind any of them.
Stealthily, she crept down the hall, reading the plaques mounted on the doors until she found Lyndon’s office. Further evidence might be inside, perhaps enough to trade for Emmerich, whether he was somewhere in the University or in the prison cells beneath the first quadrant. Petra quietly removed the door handle with her screwdriver and popped the lock open by pressing the tumbler pins. The door creaked open and she slipped inside.
Searching for a light switch, she ran her hand across the wall next to the door, quickly finding a tiny lever set into the paneling. She switched it on. The electricity popped behind the switch plate, and a tuft of smoke filtered out around the edges as bright yellow light flooded the room. She stood in a handsome office, equipped with a large wooden desk, several bookshelves, tables, and a display cabinet. A second door stood at the far wall, slightly ajar.
She rushed to the desk, yanking drawers open and spilling the vice-chancellor’s files onto the floor until hundreds of pages littered the foot of the desk. She brushed files and letters aside, searching for something, anything that might be of use, anything Emmerich might have missed. She scanned letter after letter—invoice reports, intracompany communications, student applications, and project completion notices—but came across nothing that might implicate him as a conspirator behind the war, no letters or telegrams like Emmerich had found before. Even then, everything he had found condemned his father, not Lyndon. There wasn’t even a tiny scrap of paper with the vice-chancellor’s signature on it. Either the vice-chancellor had been more careful than the other Guild council members, or Emmerich had found all there was to find. She frowned, staring at the scattered letters. Or maybe Lyndon was innocent of the whole thing . . . But how could that be?
Petra moved from the desk to the cabinets, tossing trinkets, plaques, and machine parts to the floor as she emptied the shelves and drawers—but still nothing. Then she noticed a single closed drawer in the display case, a lock centered in the bottom panel. She stared at the thin drawer. If she was to find anything of importance, anything Lyndon wanted to hide, it must be there. Crouching on her knees, she fiddled with the lock, poking her screwdrivers into the slot like she had seen Norris do when he had picked the lock to get into the pawnshop. Her knees started to cramp before she managed to open it.
The lock clicked and the panel popped outward a bit. Petra pocketed the screwdrivers and carefully pulled the slender drawer from the base of the display case. There was an assortment of things—a book of photographs, a vintage revolver, a dead pocket watch, and a small, charred pocket journal. The burned book drew her eye, bound in good quality leather with the letters A. F. embossed on the cover. The pages within were mostly undamaged, though the smell of smoke still infused the yellowing paper.
Petra carefully opened to the first page and found that it was a drafting journal. The first few pages showed descriptions for an automatic ticket machine, one of the earliest models she knew about. The handwriting around the diagrams was thin and loopy, feminine. There were other designs in the journal—a steam rickshaw, the trolley-lift in the second quadrant, cylindrical lifts similar to those in the University, a steam car, and several clockwork designs—including a pocket watch on the last few written pages. Several blank pages followed, but Petra’s focus remained on the pocket watch.
It wasn’t just any pocket watch. It was her pocket watch, the one her mother had given her, the one that held her mother’s love in the casing. Petra knew without having to compare; the drawing was identical to the schematics she had sketched all those weeks ago. The engineer had drawn a perfect representation of the double mainspring, with all the proper measurements and dimensions. She knew, without a hint of doubt, that this journal had been her mother’s, and as confirmation, scrawled beneath the completed design were the words: for Petra.
A tear splashed on the page, and Petra quickly dabbed it away with the cuff of her sleeve before it smudged the ink. Why did Lyndon have it locked away in his office? How did he come by it? She flipped through the pages again, to see if there was anything else, and tucked within the leather cover found a small photograph.
The subject had moved before the shutter properly closed, her face a blur across the sepia-toned paper. She sat before a desk, its surface covered in papers and drafting materials, a half-constructed mechanism sitting atop it. The woman in the portrait was her mother, leaning forward with a laugh on her lips and a pencil behind her ear, and there was Petra, sitting at her mother’s feet—a small child playing with a mechanized toy train, the most determined frown of concentration on her face. She could not help but smile, wiping away the tears on her cheeks.
Petra touched her mother’s smile in the photograph, and her chest tightened with a deep ache, wishing more than ever that her mother had not died, that the University fire had never happened. With a sniffle, she replaced the photograph in the leather sleeve and pocketed the journal.
She lifted the photograph album out of the drawer next, wondering if perhaps there was another picture of her mother within, but as she brought the album into her lap, she heard the sound of footsteps coming down the hall.
Her heart shot into her throat, pulsing in her ears with the drowning rush of blood. Gripping the album to her chest, Petra darted for the door at the back of the room and slipped into the dark closet. Carefully pulling the door closed, she peered into the office, expecting to see Lyndon enter the room and stumble into the mess she had made, but as seconds passed into minutes, the door still did not open.
A sudden sound behind her made her jump, and pushing the door open to let more light in, she saw Emmerich lying bound on the floor, a gag in his mouth. Her heart ached at the sight of him, his hair lank and sweaty across his forehead, a bruise purpling his cheek.
She crawled to him and gingerly touched the welt on his face. “Emmerich . . .”
He looked up at her, sorrow and defeat in his eyes.
Setting the photo album aside, she untied his binds and slipped the cloth from his face. “What happened?”
“We’re too late,” he said hoarsely, rubbing his chaffed wrists. “The automatons are already in production. The designs were delivered days ago.” He frowned. “We failed.”
“Who did this to you?” she asked. “Was it Lyndon?”
He shook his head. “We were wrong, Petra. It wasn’t Lyndon behind the conspiracy. It was—” Light spilled in from the door behind her, and Emmerich blanched, his voice breaking. “—my father.”
“Hello, Miss Wade,” said a deep voice.
Petra’s chest constricted into a knot. She hadn’t heard the footsteps.
The closet door opened fully, and above them stood a tall figure, his face stern. His eyes glanced from Petra to Emmerich with triumph, and Petra blinked, her heart failing to beat. She recognized those eyes—the same copper color as his son’s.



 
Chapter 20
EMMERICH’S FATHER SEIZED Petra beneath the arm and forced her to stand, his fingers painfully pinching her skin. She twisted in his grasp, stomping her heel down on his foot as she tried to wrench her arm free. “Let me go!”
Mr. Goss struck her with the back of his hand. The sting of the blow stunned her into momentary silence, and she pressed her tongue against the inside of her cheek, tasting the acrid tang of blood as she glared daggers at him. The bastard.
“Emmerich, help me,” she grunted, struggling against his father.
He was on his feet now. “Father, you have no right to treat her this way. Let her go.” He laid a hand on her arm, his touch gentle but firm. “Petra,” he said quietly. “It’s no use fighting. He’s already won.”
His words cut through her heart and knocked the breath from her lungs. “What?”
Mr. Goss’s grip on her arm tightened and he dragged her from the closet, away from Emmerich, away from the defeat in his eyes. “Give up, Miss Wade,” he said, throwing her into the desk chair. “My son knows when he is beaten. You would be wise to cooperate as well.”
She shook her head. Emmerich wouldn’t give up, not so easily. He was too stubborn for that, too willful. They could still fight. They still had a chance.
Petra tried to stand, but Mr. Goss shoved her back into the chair. “Emmerich,” she pleaded, glancing toward him. “What is he talking about?”
Emmerich sighed. “Listen to him, Petra. Please.”
She blinked, unable to speak, not willing to believe that he had given up, that just like that it was all over.
“So, at last we meet, Miss Wade,” said Mr. Goss, stepping between her and his son. “Might I formally introduce myself? Julian Goss, minister to the vice-chancellor, and Emmerich’s father.” He gave a short bow.
Petra glared at him, gripping the arms of the desk chair as heat flushed through her body. “I know who you are, and I know what you’re up to. We know of the conspiracy. We have evidence to prove it.”
Mr. Goss laughed grimly. “Is that so? And to whom, pray tell, do you plan to voice your paltry opinion of this matter? The Guild council? The Royal Court? Her Imperial Majesty, the queen?” He chuckled. “Tell me—who will believe the word of an insignificant, poverty-stricken shop girl over that of a member of the Guild council and minister to the vice-chancellor? Your ‘evidence’ is of no value.” He strode across the office to the door and latched the dead bolt, the other lock having been rendered useless by her break-in. “Miss Wade, you have been a pain in my side since my son first laid eyes on you. It would be my absolute pleasure to finally put your insular rebellion to rest. You are playing at a game you have no business being a part of. Give up, Miss Wade. It’s over. You’ve lost.”
“No,” she said, gritting her teeth. “Your son may have given up, but I refuse to sit back and let you start a war for your own gain. I won’t give up. I’ll fight you, and I’ll keep fighting you until I can’t anymore.”
Emmerich frowned. “Petra—”
“Don’t you dare, Emmerich Goss,” she said, glaring at him. “Don’t you dare tell me what I can and can’t do. You started this. You made me believe that we could make a difference, that we could stop this war—together. So I plan to, in any way that I can.”
Julian Goss laughed, a gleam in his eye. “If you had half her spirit, Emmerich, you might have been a son I could be proud of,” he scoffed. “Instead, I have a son without ambition, dithering about with petty machinery and impudent shop girls.”
Petra raised her chin, leveling a stare at him as she sucked in a deep breath, her heart pounding in her ears. “Emmerich is twice the man you are, with ambitions far more worthy than the greedy desires of a man who would put the world to war for his own financial gain.”
“Money?” said Mr. Goss, a smile lifting his lips. “Is that what you think this is about?”
Petra faltered and glanced at Emmerich, who merely shook his head.
“It is true, Miss Wade—I have the backing of hundreds of engineers, dozens of politicians, and some of the most prolific manufacturers in both Britain and Europe, and I own dozens of factories across the world. There is no doubt that war will make me a rich man. But more important than the money, this war will be the fuel behind the greatest age of scientific advancement the world has ever known.” He gathered himself to his full height and squared his shoulders, a sinister smile on his lips. “When this war buries the world in ashes, science will be the foundation of a new age, advancing faster than we can now imagine. We will rise from the war stronger than ever, with the technology to change the very nature of the world. We will break down society, break down the rigid traditions of a bygone era, and rebuild. We will come to peace and establish a new world order, a regime of scientific greatness, with the Guild and the might of the British Empire at its center.” He grinned, his eyes alive with a manic fury. “Don’t you see? We will create a better world.”
Petra stared at Emmerich’s father, her heart pounding in her throat. “This is madness.”
“No, madness is an affliction of the fallen,” he said, drawing away. “I am on the rise.”
“You would destroy the world to claim your power over it,” she said quietly.
“It has already begun, Miss Wade. You and my son may have thought you had a chance of sabotaging this vision of mine, but you have failed.” He leaned against the desk and crossed his arms. “However, I am a forgiving man. I am willing to overlook the actions you have taken against the Guild—in exchange for your services. You can be a part of this new world. All you have to do is agree to my terms.”
Petra scoffed. “Forget it.”
“Do not be so quick to reject my offer, Miss Wade. My son has already agreed.”
She glanced at Emmerich. “You didn’t.”
Emmerich refused to look at her.
“Yes,” said his father. “I offered him the chance to work for the Guild as a liaison between us and our foreign allies who also wish to profit from this endeavor. He refused at first, of course, but I persuaded him in the end. My son will go on to work for the future Continental Edison Company in Paris, and there, he will serve as a Guild informant and engineer on the cusp of the next generation of science. It’s what he’s always wanted.”
Petra’s heart sank, a trembling cold stealing over her. She shook her head, unwilling to believe that Emmerich would agree to work for the Guild knowing what they planned to do. She stared at him, her chest aching. “Tell me it’s not true,” she whispered, her voice cracking.
“Petra, I’m sorry,” he said, finally stepping toward her. “I had no choice.”
She pushed herself to her feet and shoved him hard in the chest, tears burning in her eyes. “Of course you have a choice!” She curled her fingers into fists, wanting nothing more than to hit him. “Why would you agree? What possible reason could you have—”
“You, Petra,” he said quietly, exhaling a heavy sigh. “For your life.”
She faltered. “What?”
Emmerich took her hands into his. “Petra, if I refuse, you die. Those are his terms. That is why I agreed.” He pulled her close and held her there, less than a breath apart. Her body tensed as she searched his face, not willing to believe him. “I love you,” he whispered. “And I would do anything to keep you safe, to keep you alive, even if it meant watching the rest of the world burn.”
She stared into his blazing eyes. “You can’t mean that.”
He gently raised his hand to her face and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. His fingers lingered at her cheek, and he regarded her with a calculating gaze, his brows pulled together in deep concentration. Petra willed herself not to lean into his touch, trying to read the meaning behind his eyes—it was not the look of a man who had given up.
“Emmerich—”
Without warning he pulled her into a hug and held her close, his arms wrapped tightly around her. “Don’t give up just yet,” he whispered, his voice barely more than a breath. “This isn’t over.”
Mr. Goss wrenched them apart, glaring at his son, but Emmerich ignored him, his eyes focused entirely on her, a blaze of defiance in his gaze.
“Petra,” he said, “the Guild council has convicted you of your crimes. If you do not agree to work for my father, you will hang. Do you understand that?” He frowned, pressing his lips firmly together. “Don’t be so quick to throw your life away. You have so much to live for, so much you still can do.” He stepped a bit closer, but his father pushed him back, keeping them apart. She could see the fire in his eyes as he strained not to fight back. “Petra, you always wanted to be a Guild engineer. Now is your chance.”
Mr. Goss narrowed his eyes and then turned his gaze on Petra. “Listen to my son, Miss Wade. Working for the Guild, you could build unimaginable machines. You could help us change the world through science. If you agree, I promise you a position within the Guild and full tuition paid for the University, to use in whatever study you wish. Isn’t that what you want?”
Petra bowed her head to hide her racing thoughts. Emmerich still wanted her to fight. He hadn’t given up. Her heart thundered in her ears as her gaze slipped to the open cabinet drawer a few feet away, a pistol glinting in the electric light. She inhaled a deep breath and raised her chin.
“Yes,” she whispered, eyes wide as she focused on the imposing figure of Julian Goss, her skin tingling as she clenched her hands into fists. “I do want a better future, but not like this.”
She dropped to the floor and grabbed the pistol from the drawer, cocking the hammer as she came to her feet, the gun aimed at Emmerich’s father.
“Put that down, you stupid girl,” he growled.
“I’ll shoot you,” she said, her voice wavering. “I swear it.” The gun trembled in her shaking hands, but she steeled herself against the fear, her heart beating a murderous drum against her ribs. She had to do this. It was the only way.
“If you kill me, you’ll only be a murderer, as well as a traitor and a spy,” he spat.
“Maybe, but with you gone, the conspiracy ends. There will be no one to keep me from telling the Guild of your plans. They’ll stop the factories from building the automatons. I can stop this war before it begins.”
Emmerich slowly inched across the office, reaching toward something on a nearby shelf.
“You think this ends with me?” Emmerich’s father laughed. “You have no idea how deep this goes, Miss Wade.” He shook his head. “Accept that you are beaten. You’ve lost.”
She glanced at Emmerich, silently pleading for him to help, to do something, and with her attention shifted, Mr. Goss seized his chance and stepped forward.
Petra squeezed the trigger.
The gunshot rang through the room, followed by a clanging echo as the bullet sank into the metal wall behind the wooden paneling. Emmerich’s father slapped his hand to his chest, but no blood seeped through his shirt. Petra stared at the gun, her fingers shaking as smoke rose from the barrel, her breath catching in her throat.
Then a flash of metal streaked behind Mr. Goss and collided with his head. The man collapsed to the floor, and his son threw the makeshift cudgel he was holding to the floor—a gas grips. He clutched his arm below the shoulder and grimaced.
“Dammit, Petra,” Emmerich hissed. “You didn’t have to shoot. I never would have let him hurt you.” He winced again, and blood seeped through his fingers, soaking his shirtsleeve.
Petra dropped the gun and rushed to his side. “You’re hurt.”
“Of course I’m bloody well hurt. You shot me.”
“I didn’t mean—”
“Better me than him,” he said with a grunt of pain. Carefully, he untucked his shirt and ripped a long strip off the bottom, holding the cloth out for Petra. “Tie this around my arm.”
She obeyed, her shaking fingers wrapping the torn fabric around his wound. As she tied the ends of the cloth into a knot, he winced. “I’m sorry. I didn’t—”
“Petra,” he said, his voice tense. “I know. It’s all right.” Releasing a heavy sigh, he gently brushed her hair from her face and kissed her on the cheek. “Now come on. We need to go before he wakes up.”
“Where?”
“Just trust me.”
SHE AND EMMERICH left his father unconscious in the floor of Lyndon’s office and made for the lift at the end of the hall, the only one still working properly. But instead of taking the lift, Emmerich veered right, taking her down the stairs.
“I tried to send word for you this morning,” he said, gripping her hand as they descended the stairs. “But my father intercepted the message, locking me up in that closet when I confronted him. I think he knew we were in touch. He knew you’d come for me.” He exhaled sharply. “I played right into his hands.”
“Did you really agree to work for the Guild, after everything that’s happened?”
Emmerich stopped midway down the second flight of stairs, his shoulders tense. “I did.”
“But why?”
He glanced up at her. “I meant what I said, Petra—all of it. You may not like it, but I did what I did to protect you. Can’t you understand that?”
“I don’t need you to protect me.”
He started to say something but stopped himself, shaking his head.
“What?” she asked. “What were you going to say?”
Still shaking his head, he chuckled, a small smile spreading across his lips. “Only that you are the most stubborn, most infuriating, most impossible person I have ever met, and if you had any sense, you might realize that you don’t have to do everything by yourself.” He looked into her eyes, his smile fading. “Petra, there are people who love you, people who want to keep you safe. Don’t you understand that? I know you don’t need protecting, I know you don’t need me, but you don’t have to reject me every time I try to help you. My father would have had you killed if I didn’t agree. You think I want to help him? I just want to do my part to keep you safe.”
Petra blinked, not knowing what to say.
He slipped his hands into her hair, wincing as he moved his injured arm. “Petra, I love you, and I couldn’t bear it if I lost you. Let me be selfish and pretend that I can protect you from the dangers of the world. At least let me try. All right?”
She nodded, and before she could say anything in reply, he kissed her.
When their lips parted, he rested his forehead against hers and entwined his hands through hers. “Just let me love you. That’s all I ask.”
They descended the rest of the stairs in silence, Emmerich’s hand tightly gripping hers. They emerged from the stairwell on the second floor, in the first upper workshop. The room was dark, the lights off. Emmerich silently guided her between the desks, toward the stairs that led into the lobby. The shadowy skeletons of incomplete machines flanked their path like sentinels, long metallic fingers reaching toward them. The golden glow of the lobby beckoned them forward, but as they neared the top of the staircase, a shadow rose to meet them, eyes flashing.
Emmerich stopped and let go of Petra’s hand, dipping into a respectable bow. “Vice-Chancellor.”
The shadowy figure turned, and Petra saw that it was indeed Vice-Chancellor Lyndon. The light from the lobby reflected off his glasses and gave his dark blond hair a gilded sheen. He reached out and shook Emmerich’s hand.
“What happened to you?” asked Lyndon, a hint of concern in his gravelly voice. His gaze wandered from Petra’s busted lip to the bloody cloth wrapped around Emmerich’s left arm.
“My father,” said Emmerich.
“Where is he now?”
“In the floor of your office. We don’t have much time. Petra—” He glanced back at her and grimaced. “—she pulled a gun on him, and I may have hit him with a gas grips.”
Lyndon blinked. “He’s not . . .”
“No, but he’s not going to be pleased with either of us when he wakes.”
Petra backed away from the two of them, her eyes narrowed. “Emmerich . . . why are we meeting Lyndon? What’s going on?”
Emmerich turned toward her. “That’s what I was trying to tell you—Vice-Chancellor Lyndon is on our side. We were wrong about him. He didn’t know of my father’s plot, not until it was too late to stop him, and once he realized what was going on, he did all he could to sabotage my father’s plans. There is a reason we did not find any evidence against him. I began to suspect as much when I found most of the orders signed in my father’s name, but it wasn’t until this morning that I truly understood that my father was the one leading the conspiracy, not Lyndon. The vice-chancellor has been helping us ever since the trial.”
“But he tried to have me killed. He told you to accuse me of being a spy.”
“I know what it must look like, Petra, but he saved you. If not for him, the council would have had your head. He delayed your sentence so that Solomon and I could help you escape.”
Petra frowned, suddenly making the connection, and she glanced at Lyndon. “That man, the one who’s been watching me all these months—he’s yours, isn’t he?”
Lyndon nodded. “After we arrested you and I realized the truth, I made it my goal to help you in any way that I could, but I could not assist you directly, not if I wanted to keep my involvement in your life secret from Julian. I only hope that you can forgive me for not seeing what he was planning. I was a fool for believing his lies.”
“Tell her how you figured out the truth,” said Emmerich, his voice soft.
Lyndon released a heavy sigh and frowned, his forehead creasing with the effort. “It was your pocket watch,” he said, raising his gaze on Petra, and she felt her heart seize up in her chest. “The moment I saw it, after you were arrested, I realized who you really were.” The vice-chancellor’s eyes seemed to shimmer in the light cast from the lobby. “You’re Adelaide’s daughter.”
Petra inhaled a shaky breath. “You know?”
“Yes,” he said with a nod, a warm smile spreading across his face. “You look like her, you know. I should have seen it sooner.”
She blinked, revising her understanding of everything that had happened, of Lyndon, of everything he and Emmerich were saying. She frowned at him. “But you saw the watch before that . . . the day I tried to apply for the University. You picked up my watch and stared at it like you had seen it before. Why did you not realize then?”
“You must understand,” he said. “It’s been well over thirteen years since I last saw that watch, and in that moment, when I saw you in the lobby, with your eyes so like hers, and a watch that seemed to appear out of memory, suddenly sitting in my hand—I hardly believed it to be true.” He sighed. “And then you were gone, and it was nothing more than a daydream. But when I saw it again and held it in my hand, I remembered.” Lyndon clasped his hands over his round belly. “When I realized the truth, I knew Julian had lied to me about you being a spy, about everything, and I did what I could to help you. I am only sorry that I could not do more.” He frowned then, regarding her carefully. “And I am sorry that we are only now meeting properly.” Lyndon held out his hand. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Miss Chroniker.”
Petra felt tears burning at her eyes, but she dared not cry, not in front of the vice-chancellor of the University. She inhaled a deep breath and shook his hand. “Likewise, sir.”
She stepped away then, her heart racing, and Emmerich came to her side.
“Petra, we have a plan—a plan to stop my father and this meaningless war.”
“How? You said that the orders have already gone through, that the Empire is building an army of our automatons. What can we do?”
Lyndon answered. “I suggest we accept Julian’s demands and wait until we have the evidence we need to bring him down.”
“But if we wait—”
“Petra, it’s the only option we have.”
“Emmerich is right,” said Lyndon. “His father will have you both imprisoned should you refuse. Miss Wade, he will have you executed, and I cannot say he would not do the same to his son. Our best chance at stopping this war from happening is by accepting his terms and working against him from within the Guild.”
Emmerich took her by the hand. “Petra, agree to do this. We can stop my father—together. If Lyndon is willing to help us, we have a chance.”
“I leave the choice to you, Miss Wade,” said Lyndon. “I can get you into the University, perhaps even into the Guild, but until we have the resources to do what is necessary to end this conspiracy, to end this war, we will have to wait. We have time. Wars don’t happen overnight, despite common belief.”
“And in the meantime?” she asked.
Emmerich pressed his lips together. “Until we see an opportunity to act, we must pretend to follow my father’s plans.”
She scoffed. “You think he’ll let me join the Guild after all this? He hates me. He wants me dead.”
“Trust me, Miss Wade,” said Lyndon. “You are worth more to him alive and employed by the Guild than you are dead, and you forget . . .” He smiled. “I am the vice-chancellor. I can guarantee your position within the University. With your natural ability, the Guild will take notice.”
“They think I am a traitor.”
“We can clear the charges against you.”
“Just like that?”
Lyndon nodded.
“Think about it, Petra,” said Emmerich. “You’ll be a student at the University. You can build machines more marvelous than you ever dreamed. It’s what you’ve always wanted.”
“And you?” she asked, her heartbeat quickening. “I heard what your father said—if you mean to follow his plan, then you’ll be in Paris, won’t you?”
Emmerich glanced at Lyndon. “She could come with me.”
“No,” said Lyndon. “If she decides to help, she’ll have to stay with me. Only I can guarantee her safety. Away from the Guild, I cannot give her my protection as vice-chancellor.”
“I could protect her,” said Emmerich. “She’d be safe with me.”
“No,” she said, the sound of her voice surprising her. “I’ll stay.”
Emmerich frowned at her. “Petra—”
“This is my home,” she said, strengthening her resolve against him. The feel of his fingers laced in hers only made the decision worse. She closed her eyes, hoping he would understand. “This is my city, and I am a Chroniker. I won’t abandon who I am for fear of what your father might do. I have a chance to make a difference here. I’m not going to run away.”
He stared at her, his copper-brown eyes glistening. “If that is what you want, then I am with you.” He gently squeezed her hands, but she sensed his sadness. She almost wished he would beg her to reconsider, but he didn’t. He smiled his sad smile, and her heart shattered.
Lyndon cleared his throat. “I will take care of Julian.” He nodded to Emmerich. “Thank you, my boy, for trusting me. And you, Petra.”
She nodded, still clinging to Emmerich’s arm.
“We have a long road ahead of us,” continued Lyndon. “But I do believe that this is the best course for us now.” He nodded grimly. “Now I must be going, before Julian does anything rash. I will make certain that you both have my protection in the days to come. Godspeed to you both.”
PETRA STOOD IN Emmerich’s arms, breathing in his familiar metallic scent. The last two weeks had passed too quickly, not nearly enough time to savor their last days together. Too soon, it seemed, they stood here on the pier, moments away from his departure. The sound of the ocean waves crashing against the rocky shore taunted her, waves that would soon take her Emmerich away. She worried she might never see him again, that his father’s plans would keep them forever apart, and the possibility ripped her heart to pieces. She might never have his arms around her again, never feel his lips against hers or run her fingers through his hair, never see his smile or that little dimple in his cheek, never hold his hand or feel his heart beating beneath her fingertips. Tears ran down her cheeks despite all her efforts to keep from crying.
“Everything will be all right,” he said, lifting her chin. “I can send you letters and phone you from time to time. Before you know it, I’ll be back.” He smiled, but she could see the strain it caused him. “Stay close to Lyndon, and my father can do no harm to you. He needs you to see his plans through. Don’t forget that.” He rested his hand on her cheek, slipping his fingers into her hair. “Be a good girl. Attend your classes and do your homework. And build the most fantastic machines your beautiful mind can imagine.”
She tried to smile, but the muscles in her face did not want to obey. “I don’t want you to go,” she whispered, her chest constricting painfully at the thought of being without him.
“You know I must. I have a part to play in this, as do you.”
Petra sighed. “I know.”
He smiled sadly and brushed the hair out of her eyes. “I have something for you, before I go.” He retrieved a flat, square box from his pocket and placed it in her hand. He closed her fingers around the small package. “Open it after I’m gone.”
The ferry herald called for all passengers to board. This was goodbye.
“I will see you soon,” he said.
Petra memorized the moment—Emmerich’s soft chocolate hair blowing in the wind off the deep blue-green sea. Enormous white clouds floated through the sky, and seagulls flew over the cresting waves, nesting on the ships and docks. Dozens of passengers boarded the ferry, lugging trunks and bags and waving to those left behind. Emmerich studied her, his eyes full of sadness. He smiled, but only halfheartedly. Already, a line grew in his forehead, and his brows furrowed.
She didn’t want to say goodbye, not yet.
“I’ll be all right,” she said, her heart breaking.
“I know you will.”
Before she could contradict herself, he pulled her hard against him and pressed his lips to hers. The warmth of his breath, the feel of his lips, his hands in her hair. If only time would stop and let them stay like this forever.
When they parted, she was crying again.
“I love you, Petra. Even hundreds of miles away, I’ll still love you.”
She sniffled. “And I you,” she whispered.
The herald called a second time.
“I have to go,” said Emmerich.
With one last look, he walked away, not daring to say goodbye. Petra squeezed her eyes shut, tears streaming down her cheeks as she held the tiny box against her chest. She did not want to see him go. Inhaling a deep breath, she forced herself to open her eyes, to fill her sight with him, not knowing when she would see him again.
He took a few steps farther toward the ferry and then looked back, running a hand through his hair as his eyes met hers. She raised her hand and waved, the permanence of the farewell aching within her chest.
“Goodbye, Emmerich,” she whispered.
He returned the wave, smiling sadly, and then he turned and boarded the ferry, lost among the other passengers. The ferry left the harbor, slowly shrinking into a black dot on the horizon.
Long after all the other well-wishers had left, Petra still remained. She drifted from the pier to the shore, listening to the waves crash against the rocks, trying to cling to the sound of his voice, the feel of his hand in hers, the blazing fire behind his intense copper-brown eyes, and all the while she cried, all the tears she had tried to hold back falling in steady streams down her cheeks.
Not until the sun began to set did she finally open the box Emmerich had given her. Lifting the lid, she found a folded piece of paper and a small, familiar brass triangle. First, she read the letter.
Dearest Petra,
Wind the gear between its wings.
All my love,
Emmerich
Then she slipped the letter into her pocket, next to her mother’s journal, and carefully nudged the tiny metal object. At her touch, the delicate machine split in half, the triangle transforming into a slender body between two intricately designed wings. Antennae curled out from one end of its body and its wings fluttered. With utmost care, she placed the brass butterfly in her palm and ran her finger along its back, winding the minute gear between its wings.
A brassy ticking sang within, and the tiny, mechanical insect flapped its delicate wings and took to the air, circling Petra in a flicker of ticking brass parts before perching again on her outstretched hand. She felt her heart lift, the beauty of the machine embodying everything Emmerich had wished to create. Despite everything, she couldn’t help but smile. He had finally managed to build something more beautiful than its living counterpart—and he had made it for her.



 
Glossary of Terms
Watch and Mechanical Terms
Arbor: Axle or spindle on which something revolves.
Balance wheel: Part of a mechanical watch movement that oscillates, regulating timekeeping.
Barrel: Drum that contains the mainspring of a watch.
Bearings: Machine part that reduces friction between rotating and stationary parts.
Cam: Disk or cylinder with an irregular, curved surface, mounted on a rotating shaft, used to transform rotary motion into linear motion.
Case: Metal housing for the parts of a watch.
Gear train: In clockwork, the system of gears that transmit power from the mainspring to the rest of the watch. In machinery, a mechanical system formed by mounting gears on a frame so the teeth of the gears engage, designed to ensure that the gears roll on each other without slipping, providing a smooth transmission of rotation from one gear to the next.
Linkage: Assembly of rods for transmitting motion, usually in the same plane or in parallel planes.
Mainspring: Coiled spring that provides the power to drive a mechanical movement.
Mechanical movement: Movement based on a mainspring wound by hand; when wound, it slowly unwinds the spring in an even motion.
Movement: Inner mechanism of a watch that keeps time and moves the watch’s hand.
Pawl: Device used to prevent a toothed wheel (ratchet) from rotating backward, or a device that stops, locks, or releases a mechanism.
Pinion: Small gear or spindle engaging with a large gear.
Ratchet wheel: Mechanical device used to permit motion in one direction only.Spindles: Rod or pin serving as an axis that revolves or on which something revolves.
Winding Stem: Mechanism on the side or top of the watch case used to wind the mainspring; a winding crown.
Other Terms
Automaton: Moving mechanical device made in imitation of a human being.
Blowlamp: (British) Fuel-burning tool used for applying heat and flame, usually for metalworking; a blowtorch.
Electromagnetics: Also known as classical electrodynamics, the branch of physics that deals with the interactions of electric, magnetic, and mechanical phenomena.
Hydraulic: Operated by, moved by, or employing water or other liquids in motion. The science that deals with the laws governing water or other liquids in motion and their applications in engineering.
Paraffin: (British) Colorless, flammable, oily liquid used as fuel; kerosene.
Phonograph: Early sound-reproducing machine that used cylinders to record as well as reproduce sound.
Schematics: Diagram, plan, or drawing.
Spanner: (British) A wrench.
Telegraphy: System of telecommunications involving any process providing reproduction at a distance of written, printed, or pictorial matter, without the physical exchange of an object bearing the message.
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